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ABSTRACT
The Liberation of the Heroine in Red Riding Hood: a Study on Feminist and
Postfeminist Discourses

by

CHENG Hiu Yan

Master of Philosophy

Fairy tales’ magic is powerful because it has the potential to enter different
cultures at different times. They teleport readers and displace them in alternative
realities to shock them with a profoundly different world where there are
possibilities they have not seen and impossibilities to be accepted. However, despite
the clichéd opening of most fairy tales— “once upon a time”, the lack of a traceable
origin and the arbitrariness of the tales’ contextualization, they are not ‘timeless’ or
‘universal’. These tales have a history. They evolve with new plots, characterizations
and morals in response to the dominant discourses in different societies. For this
reason, Red Riding Hood is not always a helpless prey of the predator Wolf, who can
either be swallowed alive or depend on the huntsman who comes to rescue her. In
fact, in contemporary re-writings, the heroine appears to be ‘liberated’ from the
victim status she attains in the canonical versions of the tale by Charles Perrault and
the Brothers Grimm, as she can now choose to sleep with the Wolf. I believe the
evolution of the Red Riding Hood tale shows the changing values and epistemes
female readers have been subjected to and internalized over the years in different
societies to discipline themselves. As different powers, including the patriarchal,
second-wave feminist and postfeminist discourses interfere with the tale, different
‘truths’ have been advocated to construct different images of a ‘proper woman’. The
main questions my thesis seeks to answer are: whether women can be liberated
from these ‘truths’ and epistemes that subjectify them, how such liberation has been
attempted, at what costs, and how successful these attempts have been.
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Introduction
Although often dismissed as ‘children’s stories’ or ‘nursery books’ that are
simple and without a history, fairy tales are not necessarily only for children nor
are they ‘timeless’ or ‘universal’. In fact, they evolve and remain powerful
literature that continues to influence readers as a form of cultural currency.
Through investigation of the changing concept of age from pre-seventeenth
century to the modern day Europe, Philippe Ariès made a controversial claim
that the contemporary concept of childhood did not exist before the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries (128). Other scholars such as Catherine Orenstein
and Andrew O’Malley agreed with Ariès that children’s literature was rare
before the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Europe1. And, however these
fairy tales, removed from explicit historical contextualization, may seem to
record and reflect human experiences, I agree with Elizabeth Harries that “fairy
tales have a history…they are anything but ageless or timeless” (3). In my
opinion, fairy tale authors and adaptors strive to offer readers collective truths
suitable for societies at different times. This is why fairy tales evolve and
undergo ‘sanitization’ in which values seen as inappropriate would be removed
and replaced to promote a culture’s ‘right’ morals. Yet, regardless of how much
these tales and their morals have changed across time, these centuries-old tales
never stop seeping into readers’ everyday life. From Red Riding Hood, Snow
White, and Sleeping Beauty the list of fairy tales that have been adapted in
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In her book Little Red Riding Hood Uncloaked, Orenstein indicates: “before the age of
the brothers Grimm, children’s literature scarcely existed. Nor, for that matter, did
children, at least not as we think of them today” (49). And right at the introduction to
his book Making of the Modern Child, O’Malley claims “A market for a variety of
literatures specifically designed to cater to the pedagogical needs of children emerged
in the second half of the eighteenth century” (1).
1

different forms of Western popular culture, such as translated children’s books,
Disney cartoons or Hollywood films goes on. These stories, despite their long
history, are constantly evolving as they are continuously read, re-written, and
re-told. I believe that each time these tales evolve, the past and present
economic, social and cultural conditions get mingled with the narrators’
innovations that reflect the writers’ and readers’ present.
In this thesis, I choose to investigate the Red Riding Hood tale not only
because it remains a popular text that writers and readers revisit throughout
centuries but also because its history of development sheds light on how the
notions of a ‘proper woman’ have changed across time. Scholars and writers
such as Jack Zipes, Maria Tatar, Marina Warner and others, have interpreted the
classical Red Riding Hood tale made popular by Charles Perrault and the Grimms
as riddled with patriarchal elements. I argue that while latter feminist
adaptations of the tale, such as those written by Anne Sharpe and Naomi Wolf,
claim to liberate the heroine from patriarchal oppression or gender
stereotyping, they only end up running into what I call a ‘liberation loop’ where
discourses proposing different definitions of oppression and models of being a
‘proper woman’ are established to overcome each other. For example, when
second-wave feminist writers discover the patriarchal gender ideologies
prevalent in the canonical versions of the tale, they offer their criticisms and
revisions, to create a new image of women, which is transgressive. Yet, within
second-wave feminism, there are voices that offer conflicting opinions. For
instance, while Carter’s “The Company of Wolves” in Bloody Chamber describes
a Red Riding Hood that enjoys sex with the Wolf while engaging with her ‘rape
fantasy’, that is, active engagement with the fantasy of ‘rape’, other second-wave
2

feminists such as Susan Brownmiller and Anne Sharpe, as discussed in chapter
two of this thesis, condemn any hints of sexual violence, even fictional ones, as
being solely exploitative to women. Tension between feminists does not cease
to exist. In the twenty-first century, Red Riding Hood, a 2011 film directed by
Catherine Hardwicke, speaks with a postfeminist voice that seems to invite a
return to patriarchal traditions. Although claiming to bring empowering
experience to women, the postfeminist approach that allows women to return
to ‘patriarchal’ traditions is often criticized by second-wave feminists.
The reason why I have chosen to focus on Angela Carter’s “The Company
of Wolves” and Catherine Hardwicke’s Red Riding Hood in this thesis is that they
shed light on how women’s liberation can be approached differently. As a
second-wave feminist writer, Angela Carter did not simply empower the
heroine enough to revenge on the male predator Wolf like in other feminist
revisions of the tale to be discussed in chapter two. In Carter’s rewriting, she
opens up new possibilities of women’s liberation through the heroine’s
engagement with her ‘rape’ fantasies. On the other hand, Catherine Hardwicke’s
Red Riding Hood features how a woman may free herself from a beastly father’s
shadow and break free from domestic limitations even when she becomes a
wife and a mother.
Although it seems hard to come up with a solution to or interpretation of
women’s dilemma and challenges in society that do not invite arguments, I
believe understanding these different approaches and their interactions will
eventually expose more points of resistance. I believe, by investigating the
evolution of the story, we can witness how societies have changed to advocate
for different gender ideals. Yet, as none of these ideals offers any perfect
3

solution to ‘women’s oppression’, I argue that what we need is multiplicity of
voices when we come to define what is oppressive and what is not.

Literature Review
In order to provide the groundwork for liberation of Red Riding Hood, and
thus women in a larger context, I will give a review of the evolution of the Red
Riding Hood tale and fairytale scholarship. Of utmost importance to my
argument on liberation is the convergence of literary scholarship on Red Riding
Hood within the context of the feminist movement. My review will show that
from the nineteen-seventies onwards, the liberation of the character of Red
Riding Hood from her status as a victim has become synonymous with the
liberation of women in general from patriarchal discourse. In this section, I
show that the Red Riding Hood tale deserves our attention because the
fundamental elements of the tale are seized upon by feminists to discuss the
most controversial flash points within feminist politics.
Within folkloric studies, scholars such as Vladimir Propp, Maria Nikolajeva
and others, find fairy tales significant as they reveal the folkloric origin of the
tales or the narrative structures that form the genre of fairy tales2. Within
folklorists’ concerns in tracing fairy tales’ origins, these tales have also been
postulated to have their roots in solar or lunar myths that help people in the
past account for natural phenomena such as sunrise and sunset. Edward Tyler’s
study (qtd. in Dundes, 205), for example, interpreted the story of Red Riding
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Propp is one of the most important folklorists. His analysis and discovery of a
sequential pattern in fairy tales’ plot structure has inspired many other scholars in the
field. And Nikolajeva has contributed numerous books and articles offering her analysis
of the narrative structure and genre of fairy tales.
4

Hood as a sunrise and sunset myth. According to these readings, that the Wolf
swallows the heroine represents the sun being swallowed by the night.
In the field of psychoanalysis, fairy tales remain a site rich in symbolism
that illuminates the mystery of the human mind. Sigmund Freud believed that
fairy tales reflect humans’ subconscious desires, fear and fantasy. In 1908 (qtd.
in Dundes, 209), Freud specifically commented that the story of Red Riding
Hood expressed male pregnancy envy. According to Freud (qtd. in Dundes, 209),
children who are not aware of the birth process might see Red Riding Hood
being swallowed by the Wolf and then “logically assume that ‘babies’ who grow
in the body of the mother must exit the body in the same way all objects located
in the general area of the stomach leave the body, namely, via the anus” (209).
As a result, if in later childhood questions about the birth process are asked,
Freud theorized:
the [children’s] explanations probably are that the baby comes
out of the navel…as happens to the wolf in the tale of Red Riding
Hood…if babies are born through the anus then a man can give
birth just as well as a woman. A boy can therefore fancy that he
too has children of his own (209).
Erich Fromm, another prominent psychoanalyst also took a Freudian approach
to analyze the tale. Fromm interpreted the story as one about a young girl
maturing into an adult. According to him, the red cap or red hood is the symbol
of menstruation (221-222). Bruno Bettelheim, one of the most prominent fairytale scholars as well as a leading psychoanalyst, believed that fairy tales like Red
Riding Hood equip children with knowledge preparing them psychologically to
face and cope with challenges in their adulthood:
These stories direct the child toward transcending his immature
dependence on his parents and reaching the next higher stage of
5

development…The child…needs to learn to trust that someday he will
master the dangers of the world, even in the exaggerated form in which
his fears depict them, and be enriched by it (Bettelheim, 166).
Sexuality is one thing, according to Bettelheim that children need to face as they
grow up. He sees the figure grandmother in the story of Red Riding Hood as a
symbol of an older woman transferring women’s sexuality to a younger woman
(213-220).
Despite folkloric studies and psychoanalysis, there are also scholars, for
example, Maria Tatar, Alessandra Levorato, Donald Haase and others, who are
more interested in exploring fairy tales in relation to its function as a socializing
tool3. Maria Tatar, fairy-tale expert and Chair of the Committee on Degrees in
Folklore and Mythology at Harvard University, published several important
books, including The Hard Facts of the Grimm’s Fairy Tales, Off With Their Heads:
Fairy Tales and the Culture of Childhood, that explore fairy tales’ functions as the
expression of societal concerns such as sexuality. According to Tatar, “fairy
tale’s surface events often work in tandem with latent undercurrents to
generate the productive ambiguities that engage our attention as listeners and
readers” (Off With Their Heads, 126). Taking Tatar’s ideas, that I agree with, the
sanitization and editorial amendments fairy tales undergo are actually done in
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Tatar, as a major contributor in field of children’s literature and folk tales studies,
offers her analysis of the tale’s changes and their implications on social issues.
Levorato’s research was a linguistic approach to analyze the discourses and ideologies
that are embedded into fairy tales to socialize readers, including women, into
accepting a sexist agenda;
Haase has written several influential books in the field of fairy tales. His research
follows a socio-historical approach to investigate what the tales, adaptations, as
well as criticisms applied to the tales’ development imply. In his book Fairy Tales
and Feminism, Haase mentioned that “the fairy tale was co-opted into the newly
emerging…category of children’s literature, with the intention of socializing the
developmentally immature child” to construct childhood as “a site of innocence”
(183).
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response to changes in society. As social structure changes, the lessons these
tales teach also change. However, I believe fairy tales’ function as a powerful
socializing tool that constructs notions of women and also those of childhood
remain.
Within the socio-historical approach to analyzing fairy tales, scholars are
also interested in exploring these tales in terms of gender and feminist issues.
However, as gender and feminist analyses of fairy tales are closely related to
women’s liberation movement in feminism and as my research is concerned
with the emancipation of women, I find it crucial to offer a review on the
feminists’ arguments about women’s emancipation.
I will start with the earlier theories about women’s emancipation in
order to give a brief overview of the feminist liberation movement. In 1792,
Mary Wollstonecraft wrote A Vindication of the Rights of Woman offering one of
the earliest feminist arguments to address that women are not born inferior to
men. In order to demonstrate the lack of empirical evidence for women’s
subordination, she wrote that “men have submitted to superior strength to
enjoy with impunity the pleasure of the moment…it cannot be demonstrated
that woman is essentially inferior to man because she has always been
subjugated” (Wollstonecraft, 36). Although Wollstonecraft realized that
women’s subordination was only a construction, in her book she mainly
advocated for women’s rights in education. Then in 1869, John Stuart Mill wrote
The Subjection of Women to offer the first book-length essay by a major
philosopher defending “the principle of perfect equality” between sexes, as “the
principle which regulates the existing social relations between the two sexes…is
wrong in itself” (Mill, xv). Mill’s book mainly focused on equality in legal rights
7

of women, such as the right to vote, the right to be admitted to the same
professions as men, and the right to be admitted to all educational institutions,
and did not discuss the liberation of women from their gender roles.
To summarize, feminism had roots in the late eighteenth to nineteenth
centuries. The Industrial Revolution drastically changed economic and social
structures, as well as interpersonal relations, such as family power struggles
between men and women. With industrialization, women took on new roles in
the workplace and disputed traditional family relations in which men withheld
the economic power and women were their dependents. It was in this
convergence of the rise of political theories and social critiques that emphasized
individual rights, such as that of Mill4, industrialization, capitalism that
propelled changes in social structures, feminism developed (Freedman, 2). As
women began to gain access to education, they started to realize the need of
various social, political and judicial reforms to grant women more rights. It was
in this realization that the first wave of feminism began in the twentieth century.
The first wave of feminism was a period in which a series of legal and
political reforms took place. Recognizing the limited rights allowing women to
elect and to be elected, international organizations such as the International
Alliance of Women formed in 1904, worked to promote equality in the political
environment (Sneider, 692-703). With effort of first wave feminists, in the
1900s, feminist movements for equal educational, economic and political
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Mill wrote The Subjection of Women, one of the first in-depth analyses of how social
relations render women the subordinate sex.
8

opportunities advanced in Latin America, the Middle East as well as Asia
(Freedman, 2).
While earlier nineteenth and twentieth centuries feminist activities were
more concerned about bringing forth improvements in women’s education
rights, voting rights and work conditions, in the second wave of feminism,
broader issues such as women’s sexuality, reproductive rights and gender roles
were raised. In 1949, Simone de Beauvoir wrote a deeply influential book, The
Second Sex, in which she famously proclaimed that, “one is not born, but rather,
becomes woman” (283). This famous punch line contains Beauvoir’s main
argument in her important book that instead of being born as ‘women’—
understood as the inferior sex here—women have been oppressed by men who
characterize them as the Other, the second and subordinate sex as opposed to
the essential male sex. She went on to claim that “this world has always
belonged to males, and none of the reasons given for this have ever seemed
sufficient” (Beauvoir, 71). With Beauvoir’s view of gender, female subjectivity is
not natural or essential but rather an embodiment of a false consciousness that
has been advocated by the dominant male mentality—patriarchy “to keep
women in a state of dependence” (159). Realizing that female subjectivity is
only constructed, Beauvoir argued that the liberation of women should be more
than gaining economic autonomy or legal rights but rather, should be a
departure from gender roles that entrap women in their subordination to men
(723).
Beauvoir’s work has been considered a pillar text for second-wave
feminism, also known as women’s liberation movement in the seventies and
eighties. Although it is hard to provide a fixed definition to second-wave
9

feminism without the risk of sounding dogmatic, I believe it is crucial to define
second-wave feminism for the sake of this thesis, which analyzes the
interactions between different waves of feminism. To Denise Thompson, one
major theme that “runs throughout the literature of ‘second-wave’ feminism” is
the social construction of sex differences and relations between sexes (6). Linda
Nicholson, who wrote volumes of books on second-wave feminism, defined this
wave of feminist movement as “a radical questioning of gender roles…being
carried out…in front of and with the attention of many national publics” (1) that
resulted in “a major restructuring of institutions worldwide” (1) and continuous
re-shaping of public and private life. There are several prominent features of the
second wave of feminism. According to Nicholson, second-wave feminists have
one shared belief –“the personal is the political” (66). In my interpretation of
what these scholars have said, second-wave feminism is a movement which
argues that women experience common problems, such as rape, family issues,
and reproductive freedom, in their private life. Within second-wave feminism,
women’s private life becomes a field where statements are made to
problematize elements such as their roles as wives, mothers and daughters.
Within the second wave of feminism, radical feminists hold that the roots of the
problems women experience are in patriarchy. Radical feminists further
explored how women’s relations with men, media’s overgeneralizations about
women, and women’s feelings about their own body (Nachescu, 30), contribute
to the construction of women as the subordinate gender to men. In order to
liberate women from this subordination, anti-rape and anti-pornography
campaigns were organized because, to second-wave and radical feminists, rape
and pornography are both reflections of the male exploitation of women.
10

As the emergence of second-wave and radical feminism showed that
gender hierarchy was everywhere “in various forms...permeated almost all
aspects of every known society throughout human history” (Held, 151), feminist
critiques of fairy tales also began to rise. In the rich world of mythology and
fairy tales, there has been a long list of strong heroines. To name a few, there
are: Athena from the Greek myths as the goddess of wisdom, war strategy as
well as arts and crafts; Hua Mulan or Fa Mulan, the daughter who bravely goes
to war in the place of her old father and gains victories in Chinese mythology;
the Onna-bugeisha—Japanese female warriors from a high social class; Aisha,
the wife of Prophet Muhammad who leads an army against Ali in Arabian
stories; Saraswati, the Hindu goddess of knowledge, music, arts and science.
Because of the existence of such a vast number of strong female characters in
mythology, folklores and fairytales, Alison Lurie wrote in 1970, that fairytales
should be “one of the few sorts of classic children’s literature of which a radical
feminist would approve” (Lurie, n.p.). However, many feminist scholars do not
share this belief, because so many other tales that have been popularized, such
as Snow White, Red Riding Hood, Cinderella and Sleeping Beauty, present the
opposite where women are helplessly dependent on men. Beauvoir, who was
one of the first to discuss fairytales’ strong socializing power to construct
women’s role of submission and passivity, wrote that:
Woman is Sleeping Beauty, Cinderella and Snow White who
receives and submits...she is locked in a tower, a palace, a garden, a
cave, she is chained to a rock, a captive, put to sleep: she is waiting.
One day my prince will come…Someday he’ll come along (305).
As Beauvoir is an icon of second-wave feminism, her analysis propelled fairy
tale scholarship among feminist scholars. With the ascent of second-wave
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feminism, in 1972, Marcia Lieberman wrote against Lurie’s claim in her
influential article “Some Day My Prince Will Come: Female Acculturation
through the Fairy Tale”. In this article, Lieberman claimed that:
It is hard to see how children could be "prepared" for women's
liberation by reading fairy tales; an analysis of those fairy tales that
children actually read indicates instead that they serve to
acculturate women to traditional social roles (383).
Lieberman’s article influenced future feminist scholars like Patricia Duncker
who further developed her idea to argue that fairy tales transmit gender
ideologies limiting women to their prescribed gender roles.
Following Lieberman’s powerful arguments, Jack Zipes, a leading scholar
in the field of children’s literature and fairy tale studies, took a Marxist approach
to show how many fairytales, including the classical Red Riding Hood tale, were
written to create the class of women. In Zipes’ analysis, the tale, since Charles
Perrault published it in 1697, has been “a literary tale of rape and violence” (The
Trials and Tribulations of Little Red Riding Hood, 1) in which Red Riding Hood is
not only placed in a weaker position but is also described as inviting male
punishments for her trangressive acts of exploring her own desires: “Perrault
transformed a hopeful oral tale…into a tragic one of violence in which the girl is
blamed for her own violation” (7). Zipes’ interpretation of the Red Riding Hood
tale as a story of rape goes hand in hand with Susan Brownmiller’s
interpretation of the Red Riding Hood tale as she also argued that the tale is a
“parable of rape”:
Red Riding Hood and her grandmother…are equally defenseless
before the male wolf’s strength and cunning…But ether the
huntsman—he will right this egregious wrong…Red Riding Hood
a parable of rape (343-344, my emphasis).
12

By pointing out that the Red Riding Hood tale is about rape, Brownmiller then
asked “do we crave humiliation, degradation and violation of our bodily
integrity? Do we psychologically need to be seized, taken, ravished and ravaged?”
(347), suggesting that women never ask to be raped or assaulted, therefore,
canonical versions of the tale are wrong in shifting the blame to the heroine.
Marina Warner, a feminist literary critic, however, held a different opinion in
her exploration of the relationships between the heroines, beast lovers or
partners of the heroines, and sexual violence. In her book From the Beast to the
Blonde, Warner explored the potential pleasure the heroine gains from
obtaining a “desire license” (308) while engaging in a passive role in the sex
with their lovers who are monsters or beasts that have a “sexual appetite”
(Warner, Monsters of Our Own Making, 38).
While second-wave feminists promote some lifestyles as exploitative to
women, postfeminists hold that as long as women choose, they should not be
criticized because it could be considered anti-feminist to criticize their choices.
Believing that the second wave feminism assumes a universal experience of
women in suffering patriarchal oppression, postfeminists propose a new model
built upon a discourse of choice. Postfeminists, including Rene Denfeld (1-2)
and Christina Sommers (258) wrote to claim that women’s choices should be
recognized as the realization of their own self-determination, which should be
appreciated. To postfeminists, when women make their own choices, regardless
of whether these choices lead to, be it a negative consequence or a positive one,
should be of these women’s own responsibility which should not be criticized.
Perhaps as a response to these postfeminist ideas, recent Hollywood fairy tale
film adaptations, Red Riding Hood, Snow White and the Huntsman and Hansel
13

and Gretel: Witch Hunters present their heroines’ choices to return to
patriarchal traditions as ‘liberation’. However, second-wave feminists such as
Imelda Whelehan, Angela McRobbie, and Diane Negra, often interpret
postfeminists’ approach that promotes women’s choices to embrace patriarchal
traditions, as part of the oppressive gender/sex system in patriarchy. Feminists
of the second wave see this postfeminist ‘choice’ discourse as a backlash against
feminism. They argue that being able to make ‘choices’ is not enough for the
claim of liberation as women may not be making choices “in conditions of their
own making” (Gill, 72), meaning that their choice-making may be influenced by
dominant cultural discourses or contexts.
Analysis of the evolution of the Red Riding Hood tale should make visible how
women in the contemporary world have been subjected to the different
ideologies of what makes a ‘proper woman’. In my argument, fairy tales
function much like Michel Foucault’s institutions of power. These tales, similar
to how every disciplinary institution “compares, differentiates, hierarchizes,
homogenizes, excludes…normalizes” (Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 306),
establish ‘truths’ of how women should behave through their justification of
individuals’ subjectivities to power. To promote the image of a compliant
‘proper’ woman, canonical versions of the Red Riding Hood tale were written as
a story of a female deviant whom readers should differentiate themselves from.
I believe that fairy tales and their adaptations are embedded with different
values or ideologies advocated as ‘truths’ of being a ‘proper woman’. As much as
how “power produces…reality…domains of objects and rituals of truth”
(Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 194) or how “[discipline] produces (the
understandings, knowledge and class of) people” (170), I believe new roles for
14

women are also produced with criticisms of these different ‘truths’ defining
‘proper’ women in both feminist and post-feminist discourses. Foucault
mentioned that subjectivities to ethics and truth mean one’s exercise of power
on oneself after internalizing norms and values preached as the ‘truth’:
Three domains of genealogy are possible. First a historical
ontology of ourselves in relation to truth through which we
constitute ourselves as subjects of knowledge; second, a
historical ontology of ourselves in relation to a field of power
through which we constitute ourselves as subjects acting on
others; third, a historical ontology in relation to ethics agents
(Foucault, “On the Genealogy of Ethics” 262).
Taking this idea into my analysis of the Red Riding Hood tale, I argue that the
canonical versions, second-wave feminist revisions and postfeminist film
adaptations of the tale also feature their ideologies as the ‘truths’ aiming at
shaping women into the different types of ‘proper women’ they propose as the
ideal.
In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Europe, canonical
versions of the tale popularized by Perrault and the Grimms justified patriarchal
restrictions of women as obedient wives and daughters. On the one hand,
although latter second-wave feminist rewritings of the tale challenged such
limitations, they might have also proposed a new model in which women are
encouraged to resist family and gender restrictions. On the other hand, as
postfeminists suggest a choice discourse which supports any choices women
make, they are perhaps also constructing a new ideal that women can ‘have it
all’. However, the postfeminist account of whether and how women can ‘have it
all’ remains controversial. In this thesis, through analyzing the evolution of the
Red Riding Hood tale, I intend to reveal how the feminist and postfeminist
liberation attempts have run into a ‘liberation loop’.
15

My Focus: Liberation Loop
I believe that the search for a singular, perfect solution to a social problem,
including one that claims to ‘liberate’ women from sexism, will only run into
what I would call a ‘liberation loop’. In the case of the Red Riding Hood tale, the
different approaches proposed by second-wave feminists and postfeminists
surrounding the liberation of the heroine symbolic of the liberation of women
that I have outlined above, run into what I call a liberation loop. Before I go into
details about how the tale’s evolution shows different ideologies and ideals
overcome each other in a loop, I should define what I mean by ‘liberation loop’.
By ‘liberation loop’, I mean that whenever an existing dominant discourse is
discovered to be problematic and limiting, in order to first locate the problems
within it, a new power discourse presented as ‘better’ than the existing one
would have to be invented to overthrow the knotty one. A loop where different
groups propose their own models that overcome others is formed. In this loop,
the new discourse may be interpreted as being just as equally, if not more,
oppressive than others, including the old discourse it attempts to replace. The
evolution of the Red Riding Hood tale shows interactions between feminist and
postfeminist discourses claiming to liberate women from their oppressed role
as the subordinate sex to men. In my analysis, I believe that this development of
the different discourses about women’s emancipation forms a liberation-loop. I
will illustrate this argument in the following three chapters of this thesis, each
focusing on a different period in time, from the patriarchal canonical versions in
the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries Europe, the second-wave feminist
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revisions in the nineteen-seventies, to the postfeminist Hollywood film
adaptations in the twenty-first century.
Chapter one of this thesis focuses on canonical versions of the Red Riding
Hood tale written by Charles Perrault and the Brothers Grimm in the
seventeenth and nineteenth centuries in Europe. Nowadays when most readers
remember the story of Red Riding Hood, they usually refer to the Brothers
Grimm’s or Perrault’s versions, with the former more popular than the latter. As
a result of remembering these canonical versions of the tale, readers reinforce
patriarchal elements woven into the tale by these male writers. As Jack Zipes
(Trials and Tribulations of Little Red Riding Hood, 78-81) has analyzed, these
patriarchal underpinned with canonical versions of the tale includes the shifting
of the blame on the heroine from the Wolf regarding the heroine’s ill fate of
being swallowed. Each time canonical versions are read and memorized,
readers at the same time commemorate that Red Riding Hood that Red Riding
Hood invites herself into her own predicament because of her transgression, as
she does not listen to her mother’s warning and strays from ‘the right path’. In
this chapter, I also invite reader to reflect on how remembering Red Riding
Hood based on Perrault’s and the Grimms’ versions inevitably means othering
versions featuring alternative plots and characterizations that existed before
Perrault’s publication. In chapter one, I include a section that introduces the
othered versions not included in the canon to draw readers’ attention to the
contrast between these earlier versions and the latter popularized versions.
Such juxtaposition is necessary for illustrating the cultural construction of the
popular notion of Red Riding Hood being both a prey and the blamable who
causes her own misfortune via her transgression. In my investigation, I found
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that the continuation of such a notion is evident of how the tale forms a part the
ideological agenda of cultural memory, which condemns women’s transgression.
In the first chapter, I explore how this collective remembrance of the tale
is in fact a result of cultural memory, constructed and perpetuated to provide
continuous justifications of women’s passivity and men’s shift of blame on
women on their misfortunes. I believe the reason why only certain versions of
the tale were allowed to widely circulate among others, as well as why and how
the tale became sanitized was because these permitted versions helped
normalize patriarchal control over women. The way the cultural selection took
place to allow canonization of the Red Riding Hood tale that pushed aside
alternative versions can be explained by governmentality—Michel Foucault’s
concept that investigates the technologies of and attitudes towards governing
oneself, others and the state (Danaher, Schirato, & Webb, 82-96). Foucauldian
analysis of ‘governmentality’ has been added in chapter one to provide a more
complete explanation of how the canonized versions of the tale teach certain
values as ‘truths’ that help maintain social order in the corresponding time.
I believe that classical versions of the Red Riding Hood tale by Perrault
and the Grimms created the victim status of the heroine and perpetuated
patriarchal values that encourage women to self-discipline and self-government
as well as monitor other women against their desires such as curiosity, rebellion
against prescribed values, and sexuality. Given that canonical versions of the
tale act as continuous justifications of the patriarchal discourses delimiting
women, I think that when Red Riding Hood is read as a bedtime story to young
children, a ritual teaching them patriarchal morality is then established. To
work out what values and ‘truths’ prevailed in the past, that are carried over to
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the present, as well as how they discipline women, I will borrow Foucault’s
ideas about counter memory—the revisit and recollection of experiences and
events that have not been legitimized by the dominant power and
governmentality, in order to show how the workings of power which invites
self-government, self-discipline as well as the government and discipline of
others in this chapter. Drawing from Foucault’s idea of counter-memory, I will
explain why certain versions of the tale have not been included in the canon
because they go against teachings of the prevalent episteme.
As chapter one explores the cultural memory of the victim status of the
heroine, chapter two explores how second-wave feminists are only creating
women as their subjects of care. By subject of care, I mean how women became
a specific group or class that feminists think, needs special attention, care, and
acceptance of feminist ideals in order to be liberated. The second chapter starts
with an overview of second-wave feminist critique on and challenges to the
classical versions of the tale to show how Red Riding Hood becomes a subject of
care to these scholars. According to these second-wave feminists, canonical
versions of the Red Riding Hood tale can be considered “parables of rape”
(Brownmiller, 343-344) in which the heroine is a passive victim, who can only
either be swallowed by the Wolf because she disobeys rules or rescued by a
kind-hearted male hunter or woodcutter. And because the innocence, gullibility
and guiltiness of the heroine have become so entrenched that it becomes a part
of Western readers’ cultural memory, feminists discover that there is a need to
liberate this oppressed female character representing young women. In secondwave feminist understandings of the story, the Wolf or Werewolf as a predator
is a symbol for patriarchy imposing the necessary consequence on a rebellious
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young woman who strays from ‘the right path’—being swallowed alive by the
Wolf, and thus metaphorically raped, because she invites herself to violence and
causes the rape.
In this chapter, I will argue that when second-wave feminists offer their
criticisms against the classical versions of the tale, they do so while proposing a
new and ‘better’ model for the liberation of women from patriarchal control. My
essay includes feminist rewritings of the tale in which empowerment to women
is symbolized in elements added to the tale, such as strengthening and turning
the heroine from a passive to the active position where she can seek revenge on
male predators. For example, the Merseyside Fairy Tale Collective published
their 1972 revision of Red Riding Hood which grants the heroine the confidence,
resourcefulness and strength to stab the Wolf with a knife. As in the canonical
versions of the Red Riding Hood tale, the heroine is devoured by the Wolf after
joining him in bed and devouring can be seen as a metaphor for rape as agreed
by Marina Warner (From the Beast to the Blonde, 259), this basic element of the
tale therefore invites feminist arguments about rape and sexual violence as
Susan Brownmiller and Anne Sharpe, who wrote to criticize the ‘rape’ in the tale
for perpetuating male violence on women. As both rape and pornography are
seen as violence done by men on women that is complicit with the patriarchal
oppression essentially exploiting women as the object of desire, a review on the
second-wave feminist arguments against pornography will also be included in
the chapter to better understand the feminist perspective on sexual violence. I
believe that these arguments provide a new model of power, one that feminists
believe to be more liberating than the existing patriarchal model that allows
pornography and sexual violence.
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While I agree with some of their criticisms, I also realize that some of them
are at the same time posing new limitations and new forces that shape what
‘proper women’ should be according to them. To illustrate this, I would like to
draw readers’ attention to what Catherine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin had
to say about the destructive nature of sex pornography. On one hand,
MacKinnon claimed: “central to the institutionalization of male dominance”
(“Not a Moral Issue”, 407), “[pornography] constructs women and sex, defines
what ‘woman’ means and what sexuality is” (414). And as “[men] treat women
as who they see women being” (408), pornography promotes and justifies
men’s perception and treatment of women as objects of desires. On the other
hand, Andrea Dworkin says:
[pornography], even when written, is sex because of the dynamism
of the sexual hatred in it; and for pornographers, the sexual abuse
of women as commonly understood and pornography are both
acts of sexual predation, which is how they live. … The
pornographers are the secret police of male supremacy: keeping
women subordinate through intimidation and assault” (“Against
the Male Flood”, 525).
It seems clear according to MacKinnon and Dworkin, that a woman cannot be
liberated if she does not extract herself from any interaction with the
pornography and submissive fantasy, despite the possibility of pleasure
obtained from the fantasy of such practices. In fact, more than discouraging the
consumption and production of pornography, the two worked together in their
attempt to ban pornography once and for all when they wrote the “The Antipornography Civil Rights Ordinance” in 1983. Keeping this in mind, it becomes
apparent that when second-wave feminists reject a restrictive patriarchal model
of power, they are proposing a new power discourse which in itself is based on
the rejection of other power discourses or values. For example, one view within
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radical feminism deems all kinds of sexualities women experienced in the sex
industry and engagement with sexual violence as ‘exploitative’5. However, in
this case, then this perspective would be punishing any sort of pleasure women
experience in their consumption of pornographic material and interaction with
their ‘rape’ fantasy. As this view of second-wave feminism is, in fact, othering
the forms of sexuality of women obtained via the sex industry and their
interaction with the fantasy of sexual ‘violation’, it seems to go against the
mission of all feminists, women’s liberation from restrictive discourses, exactly
because it ends up generating another discourse which limits women.
In the same chapter, I will investigate how Angela Carter rewrote the Red
Riding Hood tale to ‘liberate’ its heroine in “The Company of Wolves”, a short
story included in her collection The Bloody Chamber. Angela Carter’s story is
chosen for analysis because even though it has second-wave feminist elements,
it offers an interesting dichotomy between itself and second-wave feminist
perspectives. In Carter’s so-called Wolf Trilogy, the short stories “The
Grandmother”, “The Company of Wolves”, and “Wolf Alice”, the Wolf is not
always a predator. Instead, the stories often invite readers’ sympathy with the
Wolf. As the elements of the Red Riding Hood tale hint at sexual violence, such
as Red Riding Hood taking off her clothes and joining the Wolf in bed or with the
Wolf ‘falling upon’ her and devouring her as a metaphor for rape6, they are often
seen in a negative way as the heroine being violated. However, in Carter’s
fictional world, the heroine enjoys the sexual violence, showing the possibility
For instances, Helen Longino holds that “Pornography, by its very nature, requires
that women be subordinate to men” (45), while Diana Russell in her Making Violence
Sexy believes that pornography violently asserts male dominance by reinforcing
women’s powerlessness.
6The act of being ‘devoured’ alive is often a metaphor of being raped. See more in
Marina Warner’s From the Beast to the Blonde, 259.
5
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of a woman taking an active role in experimenting with sexuality in the form of
a fantasy of sexual violence. In other words, Carter’s version provides an
alternative way of women being liberated without necessarily conforming to the
traditional gender roles or second-wave feminist views of a ‘proper woman’. In
this chapter, I show how Carter resists the second-wave feminists’ creation of
women as the subject of care.
While second-wave and radical feminists work hard to deconstruct
patriarchal discourses that objectify, dehumanize and oppress women, in
chapter three, I will discuss how the recent Hollywood wave of fairy-tale
adaptation films propose a postfeminist model, which allows women to choose
to return to patriarchal traditions. For the sake of my thesis which is a
discussion on the Red Riding Hood tale, I concentrate on exploring the 2011 Red
Riding Hood directed by Catherine Hardwicke, despite the several other fairytale films released in recent years. I argue that in the twenty-first century, Red
Riding Hood on film now addresses another debate in feminist politics: the
postfeminist ‘choice’ discourse, claiming that as long as women choose, even if
they choose to return to patriarchal traditions, they are still ‘free’. Yet, despite
how I expected to see the heroine ‘liberated’ from gender oppression with her
self-determinism and agency in making their own choices, second-wave
feminist critiques of the postfeminist ‘choice’ discourse reveal that it is
problematic. Although the film suggests that the heroine can ‘have it all’—
adventures, a career, and a family in which she is the wife and mother, many
second-wave feminists such as Angela McRobbie, Rosalind Gill and Imelda
Whelehan have criticized this have it all or ‘choice’ discourse as problematic
and oppressive.
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My three chapters will reveal that liberating women from patriarchal
control using the feminist methods I have described is not without problems.
Tensions and contradictions exist within second-wave feminist and
postfeminist discourses and it seems that none of the solutions and approaches
proposed is perfect. Although I believe that the application of these discourses
forms a ‘liberation loop’, in my opinion, the tension that exists between and
among them is healthy and constructive. Although second-wave feminist and
postfeminist approaches seem to be at odds with or even overcome each other,
the tension between these discourses that reveal their own drawbacks actually
helps identify the conditions of possibility of liberation. In other words, the
second-wave feminist criticisms of the patriarchal discourse prevalent in the
classical versions of the tale provide possible ways for women to break free
from male-domination. Despite the postfeminism discourse in the recent films
which may appear to be undoing the work of second-wave feminist critics, the
2011 Red Riding Hood film invites readers to observe second-wave feminism
with a critical eye and therefore opens up new grounds for resistance against
the potential limiting aspects of second-wave feminism on women.
I believe that we should keep an open mind to accept a multiplicity in
definitions of oppression, liberation, ‘proper woman’ and solutions because
liberation should mean different things according to different concepts and
individuals. However, as I will show in my thesis, both second-wave feminism
and postfeminism are at stake in this call for multiplicity as they are both
thrusting their ideals of what it means to be a ‘proper woman’ to women.
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Chapter One
The Red Riding Hood We Remember

Questions puzzle me when I came across the canonized version or, the
commonly remembered version, of the Red Riding Hood tale. One of my
questions revolves around how and why the young heroine, written to be brave
enough to adventure in the woods where beasts lurk, would be so innocent and
helpless when she faces the Wolf. I also wonder why and how the mixture of
boldness and passivity; gullibility and guiltiness; transgression and victimhood,
have often remained unchallenged in the continuous passing down of the tale.
After much thought, I believe that the naturalization and legitimation of such
mixtures happen because many contemporary readers only recognize the
canonical, male-authored versions of the tale by Charles Perrault and the
Brothers Grimm.
It is important to recognize that as readers of the twenty-first century,
we have no actual experience or access to people’s life in the seventeenth to
nineteenth centuries when Perrault and the Grimms published their versions of
Red Riding Hood. What we depend on is the historiography and cultural memory
of these tales screened and selected for us to remember. I intend to show how
the notion of Red Riding Hood, usually understood as a tale of how an innocent
young heroine falls victim to the predator Wolf, ignores the construction of the
characterization of the heroine as a victim and, at the same time, is blamable for
her own misfortune.
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I believe the analysis of how the tale becomes how it is remembered, that
is, the textual strategies utilized to produce alternative societies located in
another time and space is crucial. Through the analysis of the tale’s positioning
of its audience in relation to the characters and the versions authenticated and
canonized, we can glimpse at the cultural selection as well as the political stakes
the tale’s readers witness. In this chapter, I investigate how the collective
remembering of the canonized Red Riding Hood plot and characterization acts to
perpetuate patriarchal discourses limiting the heroine who represents women
and their socialization.
This chapter is essential as it lays the groundwork for my latter
argument of how some feminists are shaping women as their own subject of
care in this thesis. Based on the analysis in this chapter that demonstrates how
the passing on of canonical versions of the tale is the result of cultural memory, I
argue in the next chapter that when latter feminist writers seek to ‘liberate’ the
heroine in their revisions, they are perhaps reinforcing the patriarchal mold of
the heroine and therefore women in general. The need to ‘liberate’ Red Riding
Hood felt by these feminist writers is only possible through acknowledging the
victimhood of the heroine made evident by the selective preservation and reiteration of the canonized versions of the story. In other words, these feminist
revisions of the tale, such as those written by Angela Carter, presumes the
heroine’s victim status which is produced and validated through cultural
memory based on the canonical versions. For this reason, I postulate the
possibility of the feminist attempt to rewrite the heroine as a construction of
women as a class whose liberation depends on accepting and following feminist
values.
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Before I start my demonstration of how the tale is culturally
remembered and explore the implications on women’s liberation of this cultural
memory, I would like to briefly explain the structure of this chapter. This
chapter starts with an overview of the canonization of the Red Riding Hood tale
including popularized versions written by Charles Perrault and Brothers. In this
section, the forces making the canonization of the tale possible will be
accounted. Then, in the second section, I introduce versions of the tale that
feature alternative plots and characterizations different from the canonical ones.
Both earlier versions found orally transmitted before Perrault’s and the Grimms’
time in Europe and a relatively unknown sequel to the main plot written by the
Brothers Grimm. After briefly summarizing the plots of the each version in
these two sections, I explore how theories of cultural memory and counter
memory can be applied to account for the forces making the canonization and
omission of these versions possible. Through my investigations in this chapter, I
illustrate how the notion of the character of Red Riding Hood as an innocent and
naïve victim is neither original nor authentic, but rather, only remembered
thanks to the patriarchal societies establishing the canonical versions of the tale
we remember in the twenty-first century.

1. Canonization of the Red Riding Hood tale
Famous English folklorist Joseph Jacobs said that Charles Perrault
“captivated” (Jacobs, 5) English and Scottish children with his Tales of the
Mother Goose (where Le Petit Chaperon Rouge was first published), and “[w]hat
Perrault began, the Grimms completed…and the English Fairy Tale became a
mélange confus of Perrault and the Grimms” (5). Jacobs’ writing together with
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the fact that the Red Riding Hood tale is mostly remembered as a story of an
innocent heroine who falls victim to the Wolf as she is eaten by the beast, serve
to indicate that Perrault’s and the Grimms’ versions were canonized.
I believe canonization of fairy tales constructs cultural memory, that is,
the maintenance of beliefs, rules and dispositions embedded in these stories. I
show in this section how canonization of the versions of the Red Riding Hood
tale constructs contemporary readers’ cultural memory, spreads and naturalize
patriarchal notions of ‘proper women’. These male-authored stories, I argue,
form the ritual of bedtime-story reading of parents to their children, and, as a
side effect, prescribed gender ideologies to prevail in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries in Europe.
Instead of seeking ‘correct’, original or ‘wrong’ or inauthentic versions of
the tale, there exist only different representations of the story that can be
explored. Therefore, the question we should ask should not be if Red Riding
Hood has been misremembered but rather, why we tend to remember some
plots and characterizations over the others. Put another way, I intend to answer
the questions of why the canonical versions by Perrault and the Grimms have
won over other versions and been used to form the canon, that is, the
foundational texts for commemoration of the genre of children’s literature. In
the following, I include the historiography of how the tale has developed over
time. Through displaying different versions of the tale, I argue that versions of
the tale popularized by Perrault and Brothers Grimm are canonized so that they
remain throughout centuries, to collect, transmit and transform images of
women rooted in patriarchal discourses. For the sake of this thesis that
investigates the formations of different notions of ‘women’, among the
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ideologies left to us by the selection process of cultural memory, I focus on how
readers’ cultural memory of the tale based on the canonical versions transmits
gender ideology that punishes women’s transgression and sustains male control
over women. To provide a more detailed analysis, I explore both the forces that
fueled the canonization of the tale, and the epistemic continuities regarding the
subjection of women to men made possible by these canonical versions.

I.

Charles Perrault’s Le Petit Chaperon Rouge
In 1697, French writer Charles Perrault published the first written

version of the Red Riding Hood tale entitled Le Petit Chaperon Rouge in his book
Mother Goose Tales7. In Perrault’s version, the heroine is described as the
prettiest creature ever seen, young, and a ‘good woman’. She embarks on her
journey to Grandma’s house because her mother tells her to go visit her sick
Grandma. On her way, she meets the Wolf, depicted as a cunning creature that
conspires to eat the little girl he just met. As the Wolf asks Red Riding Hood for
the location of Grandma’s house, she tells him accordingly without a second
thought. Obviously, she is too naïve and innocent to have trusted a stranger,
especially a Wolf who is a male and a beast. Having parted, the Wolf takes the
shortest route, runs to Grandma’s house while the naïve heroine takes a longer
route simply because the Wolf tells her to take that route. She has fun,
entertains herself by collecting nuts, chasing butterflies, and gathering bouquets
of flowers on her way. As the Wolf reaches Grandma’s house, he disguises
himself as the young heroine, enters the house, swallows the old lady, and then
7A

link to Perrault’s Le Petit Chaperon Rouge translated and edited by Ashliman, D L.
can be found at: http://www.pitt.edu/~dash/type0333.html#perrault>
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disguises himself as Grandma hoping to trick the heroine. When the little girl
arrives, he deceives her to get her close to him. Then after the Wolf asks the girl
to join him in bed, she decides to take off her clothes. In bed, the Wolf “falls upon”
(Perrault, n.p.) her and “eats her all up” (n.p.). In this version, although Red
Riding Hood is naïve, she is not completely ignorant of the fact that the
‘Grandma’ in front of her might be actually someone else. This can be seen as
she has already becomes doubtful once: “hearing the big voice of the Wolf, [she]
was first afraid” (Perrault, n.p.). What is puzzling in Perrault’s version is that the
heroine, even when she is doubtful and alerted by the Wolf’s “big voice”
(Perrault, n.p.), still takes off her clothes and gets into bed.
Perrault’s Red Riding Hood ends with a moral:
…young ladies should never talk to strangers, for if they should do
so,
they may well provide dinner for a wolf. I say "wolf," but there are
various kinds of wolves. There are also those who are charming,
quiet, polite, unassuming, complacent, and sweet, who pursue young
women at home and in the streets. And unfortunately, it is these
gentle wolves who are the most dangerous ones of all (n.p.)
With such a moral, it should be obvious that the tale by Perrault was written to
provide moral education for young women against the danger of mingling with
stranger men. The tale was written to warn young women that if they dare to
talk to stranger men who could pretend to be sweet and charming, they would
invite themselves to rape and death. One can surmise that Red Riding Hood has
earned her own misfortune because she wrongfully mingles with the Wolf—the
wrong match. In the following, I offer my detailed analysis of the tale in relation
to the social and historical context in seventeenth century France.
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Perrault’s Lesson: Women as Transmitter of Social Class and Their Unruly Desires
Seventeenth century France was indeed a very patriarchal society as a
large number of women at that time were easily and unjustly imprisoned,
tortured and killed for being witches (Bowsworth, 266-280). In a society where
women’s rights were not recognized, only stories by male authors such as
Charles Perrault’s that advocate for men’s control over women could be
distributed and widely circulated, despite the fact, as pointed out by Elizabeth
Harries, that female writers actually produced far more stories than men (2027). I believe the prevalence of Perrault’s story indicates the transmission of
gender ideologies buried in the pages of the story, especially those that
reinforce the concepts of women’s role as male’s tool for retaining social status
and advocate for the necessity to discipline women’s ‘unruly’ sexual desires. I
will start by revealing how Perrault’s story justified men’s need for French
upper class women to remain their transmitter of social class.
I would like to show that French upper class women were Perrault’s
target readers. Given the high illiteracy rate and limited access to education, as
well as Perrault’s position as a member of the upper class and the French
Academy, it becomes plausible to say that his stories, including his Le Petit
Chaperon Rouge, were written for the audience of nobility, including his
aristocratic female peers in the salon. This is supported by scholars such as Alan
Dundes (122) who wrote that Perrault’s acts of naming the hair accessory that
the heroine wears as a chaperon, which was only worn by the upper and middle
classes in the seventeenth century France, reveals that the story targeted female
readers from the upper classes in France.
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Knowing that the story was written for upper class female readers, I
believe that Perrault’s story was written to discipline upper class women into
compliant daughters who would fulfill their fathers’ wishes to maintain the
family’s social status. Jonathan Dewald wrote:
Nobles could view their behavior and their political power as
reflections of the world’s natural order…they could view individual
qualities and voices as reflections of the family’s qualities and needs.
To see links between the biological and the social inspired
intellectual and moral assurance (2).
As Dewald pointed out social hierarchy was constructed on the basis of
‘blood’—the inheritance and maintenance of nobility through the legitimate
male-line for all male descendants in seventeenth century France, Perrault’s
story act as the justification, naturalization and tool for dissemination of upper
class women’s role as the transmitter of social class.
To illustrate this idea, I demonstrate how Perrault’s Le Petit Chaperon
Rouge justified the necessity of social segregation on the basis of class, which
creates the need for women to be the transmitter of nobility. Perrault’s story
resonated with such social hierarchy and the emphasis on ‘blood’ as the social
segregation based on class is accentuated when the story includes woodcutters
as ‘watchers’. This version of Red Riding Hood includes woodcutters that scare
and warn the Wolf against approaching any “good woman” (Perrault, n.p.) like
the heroine. These woodcutters are symbolic of the guardian of social order
who prohibits any inappropriate mixture between classes that might threaten
the hierarchy and disturbs order. In this scenario where men watchers strive to
safeguard their social status, I believe women were taken as property of men
whose value depends on whether they can help their family retain their high
rank in the social sphere.
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To maintain the social hierarchy, Perrault’s story became an education
tool that justified and disseminated patriarchal warnings against women’s
transgression. In seventeenth century France, where Christian dogma prevailed,
women’s virginity was a prerequisite of marriage at that period. As a result, in
order for fathers to marry their daughters off in order to maintain their high
social rank, they had to ensure that their daughters’ virginity would remain
intact. In the face of the fact that aristocrat blood was legitimated by women’s
chastity (Haddad, 150-151), therefore, women needed to be disciplined not to
mingle with inappropriate men in order to remain ‘good’ because if they
resisted being the tools and objects of exchange they would become a threat to
the system. This became the reason for Perrault to write against women’s
mixing with men before marriage. Le Petit Chaperon Rouge warned young
women to stay away from the seduction of young men by hinting that they
would fall into the Wolf’s trap and die if they talks to such a dangerous stranger
male. It is because the heroine talks to the Wolf, described as a male predator
with “a very great mind to eat her [the young and well-bred heroine] up”
(Perrault, n.p.), she ends up being deceived then later devoured. As has been
mentioned in the moral at the end of the story, young women are often the
targets of Wolves who might be in disguise of sweet men who only will conspire
to swallow them, they needed a life lesson in order to prevent misfortune and
remain ‘good’ enough as the property of men.
In addition, I believe Perrault’s Le Petit Chaperon Rouge also helps justify
male control over women as it promotes women’s sexuality as unruly. As a site
of retelling, Red Riding Hood, based on Perrault’s characterization, is fixed to
the role of a highly-desirable young girl, who has to be naïve. Because the free33

spirited character of Red Riding Hood, like any young woman, has the potential
to overturn social hierarchy and codes governing female conduct in seventeenth
century France dominated by men, only stories that can act as a warning against
this character are allowed to have a place in history and therefore become part
of our cultural memories. As a result, Perrault’s story widely circulated and
became popular.
It is clear that Perrault’s Le Petit Chaperon Rouge teaches women to tame
their unruly desires. First, this is done by the story’s promotion of a groundless
notion that young women often have sexual desires that are unmanageable by
themselves. This could be seen in Le Petit Chaperon Rouge: Perrault
characterized the heroine as a young woman who welcomes male’s sexual
invitation even if such an invitation is made by a strange male. In Perrault’s tale,
the heroine, despite “hearing the big voice of the wolf, was at first afraid”
(Perrault, n.p.) and hearing the odd command made by the Wolf to undress
herself and join him in bed, still strips off her clothes and gets in bed with him.
The fact that the heroine “was first afraid” (Perrault, n.p.) could indicate that she
is not completely ignorant of the possibility that the Grandma she sees could be
someone else in disguise of the old lady. Although Perrault added that the
heroine believes the hoarse voice uttered by the Wolf in the disguise of
Grandma could be due to the old lady’s illness, it still is not suffice to explain the
heroine’s compliance with the Wolf’s command which asks her to get naked
then come to bed. The fact that the heroine unhesitatingly follows such a
strange command normally not made by a grandparent can be understood as a
hint which shows how much she is willing to explore her sexuality. This
interpretation is further proven as after seeing the “big arms” (Perrault, n.p,)
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that the Wolf claims are “better to hug [the heroine] with” (Perrault, n.p.), and
hearing the “big eyes” that the beast claims are “better to see [the heroine] with”
(Perrault, n.p.), she still remains in bed with the creature who obviously cannot
be the ill Grandma. Considering the possibility that the heroine in Perrault’s
creation may be aware of the Wolf’s camouflage as Grandma, and her quick
response to the Wolf’s command, it becomes plausible to believe that Perrault
purposefully embedded the idea that women cannot control their own desires.
These elements analyzed above imply that women require a male’s
control. Perrault first deliberately ruled out any possibility that a woman could
talk to stranger males while remaining safe. Then, in the story, he shifted the
blame for the heroine’s death from the villain, the Wolf, to the heroine in order
to support the patriarchal notion that women are naturally weak. It is
mentioned in the moral at the end of Perrault’s version that: “attractive, wellbred young ladies, should never talk to strangers, for if they should do so, they
may well provide dinner for a wolf” (n.p.). Such an emphasis on what the
heroine should not have done and the story’s focus on the details of how
gullibility of the heroine in her mingling with the Wolf and obedience to the
beasts’ requests rather than the guiltiness of the Wolf, indicate that the tale not
just naturalizes the stereotyped image of women as the incompetent but also
reinforces that women’s ‘unruly’ desires are destructive.
Based on the assumption that women are fragile, and that they have
sexual drives that are destructive, Perrault’s story then implies that women
should be disciplined. This justification of male’s control over women is
achieved in Perrault’s tale in a few steps. Firstly, the story reveals how
destructive women’s erotic desires are as the heroine dies because of her
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inability to tame her sexual drives. Then, the story encourages women’s selfdiscipline based on the acceptance of male teachings that help women remain
valuable, chaste and the transmitter of class values. Together with Perrault’s
depiction of the heroine as a young woman who cannot manage her sexual
drives and is constantly at stake of falling victim to strange male’s seduction, the
story advocates for women’s acceptance of self-discipline necessary for men’s
maintenance of their social rank. Put differently, Perrault’s version of the tale
warns women that because they could not tame themselves, they should not
dare to mix with inappropriate suitors, or else they would face consequences. In
the fictional world, Red Riding Hood mingles with a male stranger and therefore,
she is devoured and metaphorically raped by him. In strict societies such as
seventeenth century France, if women lost their virginity, they would be giving
up their chances of being married and hence lose their value as a ‘woman’. To
summarize from the above, Perrault’s story is a lesson that teaches young
women in seventeenth century France not to talk to strange man because if they
dared to do so, they would fail to remain valuable property of men and the
transmitter of social class.

II.

Brothers Grimm’s Little Red Cap
Similar to Perrault’s story, the Grimms’ version of the Red Riding Hood

tale, in my analysis, also functions as a tool to justify and perpetuate patriarchal
limitations of women’s behavior. Through various modifications made by the
Brothers, I believe the tale provides warnings against female transgression. In
the following, I investigate how the Grimms’ Little Red Cap, being the most
popular and remembered version of the tale, was constructed as a children’s
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story and a behavioral guide that aimed to shape young females into compliant
subjects amenable to patriarchal teachings.
I shall start with a brief synopsis of the Brothers’ version. Brothers Jacob
and Wilhelm Grimm published two separate versions of the Red Riding Hood
tale in 1812 and 1857 respectively8. The heroine, given the name Little Red Cap
and described as “a sweet little girl” whom everyone likes in both versions by
the Grimms (n.p.) by the Brothers, sets off to Grandma’s house because her
mother tells her to, just like in Perrault’s version. However, in a departure from
Perrault’s plot, the Grimms added in the tale that the heroine’s mother gives her
specific directions on how to go to Grandma’s house and how to behave. Mother
also warns the heroine to stay on the right path and never stray away from it.
On the way, the heroine meets the Wolf again. After telling the Wolf where
Grandma lives, naively, Little Red Cap stops to pick flowers on her way while
the Wolf runs off to swallow Grandma and then later the heroine as well. It is
important to note that although this version generally follows Perrault’s
storyline to have both Grandma and Little Red Cap eaten by the Wolf, a new
character—the huntsman—emerges to save both of them. To release both
female victims from the Wolf’s dark body, the kind-hearted huntsman cuts
through the Wolf’s stomach. After escaping from the beast’s stomach, Little Red
Cap fetches large stones and puts them inside the Wolf while he is still in coma
from his injury. At the end, the Wolf collapses and dies because the stones in his
stomach are too heavy. In the Grimms’ story, hints of sex and sexuality were
removed. This can be seen as although Little Red Cap still gets close to the Wolf

8

Apart from the addition of a lesson on greetings in the latter version, the two versions
are very similar in terms of the plot, characterization and writing styles.
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in the disguise of Grandma, she no longer takes off her clothes to join the Wolf in
bed. This part of the tale ends with the heroine thinking “as long as I live, I will
never leave the path and run off into the woods by myself if mother tells me not
to”9 (Grimm, n.p.). The need to follow parents’ instructions and the opposition
to leaving the right path and adventuring in the woods alone become the new
moral of the tale in the Grimms’ writing.

Little Red Cap as Children’s Literature and Subjectification of Women
I believe the Grimms’ modifications of their Little Red Cap exemplify
sanitization of fairy tales fueled by the ascent of children’s literature. In this subsection, I argue that the Brothers’ reconfiguration of the tale as a children’s
story extended patriarchal limitations on how ‘proper women’ should behave
and think. With the tale’s repositioning as a story that no longer limited its
audiences to the upper class, it aimed at educating average children readers. I
believe the Grimms’ Little Red Cap, through the broadened readership,
enhanced the socialization of young women into docile subjects to male
authority.
In order to illustrate the socializing power of the Grimms’ version of the
tale on women, I should first briefly explain the background context that gave
rise to the establishment of children’s literature. The concept of childhood did
not exist before the eighteenth century and was shaped by the middle classes in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Europe (O’Malley, ii). In Andrew
O’Malley’s analysis, with the rise of the middle classes during the seventeenth

The same quote can be found in both 1812 and 1857 versions of the Grimms’ Little
Red Cap.
9
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and eighteenth centuries in Europe, children came to be recognized as a
distinctive category of readers that have needs and interests different from
those of adults. Following the discovery of childhood, children’s literature
appeared. Realizing the child-rearing needs of strict Protestant Calvinist parents
described by John Zornado (14, 17, 76), the Grimms reinvented the architecture
of fairy tales as children’s literature (Harries, 22). According to the Grimms’
ideals, fairy tales should be primarily for children, and hence, elements in these
stories deemed inappropriate by parents should be eliminated.
In this realization of children’s needs, tales written for children had to be
screened and sanitized. And what sanitization of fairy tales means can be
reflected by, for example, philosopher John Locke’s definition of children’s
literature. In his Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1692) believed that in
order to motivate children to read, a book of children’s literature should be an
“easy pleasant book suited to his capacity" (n.p.). In this definition of children’s
literature, Perrault’s and the older versions of Red Riding Hood did not seem to
fit in. If not sanitized, these stories would contain elements, such as implications
of sex, sexuality, social deviation, depictions of violence and death, that would
not be ‘pleasant’ enough to suit “children’s capacity” (Locke, n.p.). This probably
became valid reasons for the Grimm Brothers to make seven editions of the
story in order to appeal to a growing market for children’s books. The first
publication of Nursery and Household Tales in which Little Red Cap was
published included violence and thus was not well received. Fredich Rüh
criticized the collection as unsuitable for children because “they lead to
uncomfortable feelings” (qtd in Tatar, The Hard Facts of the Grimm’s Fairy Tales,
15). In fact, the first publication of the book was so badly received that the
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Brothers ran into financial difficulties as they failed to satisfy the market’s needs.
This was why in the second edition, they chose to “delete every phrase
unsuitable for children” (19).
I now demonstrate how the Grimms’ modified their tale in order to
appeal to the market of children’s literature and how the repositioning of the
tale as a children’s tale through these editorial changes extends patriarchal
control of women. First, the moral of the story changed from a warning for
upper-class young women against pre-marital encounter and sex with men in
Perrault’s tale, to the teaching of obeying parents’ instructions and not straying
from the right path as we can see in the self-reflection at the end of Little Red
Cap (in both the 1812 and 1857 versions): "as long as I live, I will never leave
the path and run off into the woods by myself if mother tells me not to" (Grimm,
n.p.).It is because Little Red Cap ignores the instructions given by her mother:
“Behave yourself on the way, and do not leave the path” (Grimm, n.p.)10 and
leaves the prescribed path, she earns her ill fate of being devoured alive by the
beast. The heroine’s self-reflection shows the importance and expectations of a
child to obey their parents’ instructions. Implicit to the readers of Little Red Cap
is the patriarchal stereotypes of women the Grimms embedded in the tale.
Assuming that a young woman like Little Red Cap can be naïve and that the
warning parents give to their children against adventure in the woods alone and
the danger of leaving the prescribed path are acceptable, it still does not explain
the Brothers Grimms’ characterization of the heroine as a weak and dependent
The same warning by Mother can be found in both the 1812 and 1857
versions of Little Red Cap. However, in the 1857 version of the tale, it was added
to Mother’s teaching to the heroine that “And when you enter her parlor, don't
forget to say 'Good morning,' and don't peer into all the corners first” (Grimm,
n.p.)
10
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female. Similar to how I have speculated that the heroine in Perrault’s Le Petit
Chaperon Rouge may be aware of the Wolf’s disguise as Grandma, the heroine’s
inability to escape or realize the need to escape only seems more peculiar in the
Grimms’ Little Red Cap. It was mentioned in both the 1812 and 1857 versions
that the heroine, after entering Grandma’s house, discovers “everything looked
so strange that she thought, ‘Oh, my God, why am I so afraid?’” (Perrault, n.p.)
However, the heroine still approaches the Wolf and engages in almost the same
conversation she has had in Perrault’s Le Petit Chaperon Rouge: “ ‘…what big
mouth you have?’… ‘all the better to eat you with’” (Perrault, n.p.). Second, the
appearance of the huntsman to save both the heroine and Grandma from the
evil Wolf, in my belief, also helps convey gender ideology that promotes the
passivity of women and activity of men. This can be seen as the story
characterizes the heroine as weak and incompetent and not capable of selfprotection. The fact that the huntsman’s interference is required for the
salvation of both the heroine and Grandma reinforces the idea that men are
those who take actions (to seduce women like the male Wolf or to save women
like the huntsman) while women, especially the old and transgressive, can only
depend on men. The Grimms’ Little Red Cap further reminds young women that
they are weak. The Grimms’ recreation of the tale as children’s literature
implicitly shifted the heroine’s representation of young women (as the
transmitter of class) to the role of a ‘child’. Through this shift, I argue patriarchal
control only extended more insidiously? as more than simply being warned that
women should not mix with strange men, they are even now more vulnerable if
they ignore or disobey parent’ instructions. The new role of the heroine as a
‘child’ reinforces the notion that women are incompetent and naturally weak.
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Punishments are made to sound more justifiable as the position of a ‘child’
implies that they are inferior to parental figures and fully subjected to these
figures’ teachings.
If the heroine who represents young women has been posited as a ‘child’,
then who fill the roles of parental figures in the story? The fact that the
huntsman appears to not only save the heroine but also teaches her a lesson
implies that he has taken the role of a guardian, not just of social class as
discussed above in my analysis of Perrault’s version, but also as one of a parent.
If the huntsman had not appeared, the heroine would not have had the chance
to realize her mistakes in leaving the prescribed path and correct herself later
on in her life. And the scene in which the heroine “jumped out and cried, ‘Oh, I
was so frightened! It was so dark inside the wolf's body!’” (Grimm, n.p.) present
in both 1812 and 1857 versions, should resemble the scene in which a
misbehaved child cries after receiving a punishment. I agree with Jack Zipes in
his view that the huntsman in the tale is a “conventional father figure” (“A
Second Gaze at Little Red Riding Hood’s Trials and Tribulations”, 81). The
heroine has to accept the punishment of being deserted in order to realize her
mistake of disobeying instructions given by Mother. Then the huntsman
emerges to finish teaching the lesson. The appearance of the huntsman to bring
justice also places the father figure under the façade of being a kind-hearted
teacher. With this, I believe, the patriarchal lesson teaching young women not to
stray from the right path or, not to transgress, also becomes more justified and
acceptable. In other words, through the depiction of the huntsman as a father
figure, a hero who protects the heroine and one who helps her realize her
mistakes, patriarchal control of women is reinforced.
42

I believe with the Grimms’ repositioning of the tale as a children’s story,
the story was aimed at subjecting women to male delimitations since their
childhood. My view is supported by Maria Tatar’s and Ruth Bottigheimer’s
researches. Tatar described that the Grimms’ various editorial changes were
made for the children’s book market as the Brothers “delete every phrase
unsuitable for children” (The Hard Facts 19). And as Bottigheimer mentioned,
the Grimms' version was so widely circulated that it was included into the
German curricular for elementary education (Fairy Tales: A New History, 40-41),
the story becomes a powerful socializing tool. As Little Red Cap features a
leading character who is female and that the lesson she has to learn at the end
concerns complying with instructions prescribed and not transgression, I
believe the tale constructs and socializes women as the weak prey of the male
predator since their childhood. In fact, more than warning women against the
consequences of resisting patriarchal confinement, the Grimms’ tale also implies
that women should be responsible for the misfortune that happens if they
transgress and stray from ‘the right path’. Jack Zipes pointed out that the
character of Red Riding Hood, in the canonized versions of the tale, is
responsible for her rape and death:
Therefore, the most significant encounter is with the wolf because it
is here that she acts upon her desire to indulge in sexual intercourse
with the wolf, and most illustrations imply that she willingly makes
a bargain with the wolf, or, in male terms, ‘she asks to be raped’
(Trials and Tribulations of Little Red Riding Hood, 87).
According to Zipes’ interpretations, because the heroine indulges in her
promiscuous desires, she invites the predator to rape her. Agreeing with Zipes’
analysis, I believe that just like in Perrault’s Le Petit Chaperon Rouge, the
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Grimms’ version also spreads patriarchal teachings that socialize women into
passive, obedient home stayers dependent on men.
Other than convincing women that it is wrong for them to explore their
desires and therefore leave the right path, the Grimms’ Little Red Cap also
serves as a tool to socialize young women or children into ‘proper women’ with
manners. The emphasis on manners can be seen as between the two versions of
the tale the Brothers Grimm published in 1812 and 1857; Mother’s teachings
were added:
Mind your manners and give her my greetings…And when you enter
her parlor, don't forget to say 'Good morning,' and don't peer into all
the corners first (Grimm, n.p.)
This instillation of the importance of etiquette in the tale means that women
should learn to be ‘polite’ and accept that they need to have their behavior
bound to social customs based on manners. More than just accepting the
necessity of morning greetings, young women are also subjected to patriarchal
values, the prohibition of personal adventure and depictions of women as
incompetent and dependent on men, all subsumed under the heading of
‘manners’ they have to learn like how the heroine must learn from her mother. I
believe this further confines women to the role of the compliant Other and
renders them the subordinate of men.

III.

Canonization of the Tale and Cultural Memory
In conclusion, with continuous circulation and re-telling of Perrault’s and

the Grimms’ versions, the patriarchal values these stories teach also pass on to
general readers across generations. John Zornado said:
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Though the child had always been the repository for adult culture…
if one wanted to have any impact on the shape of things to come,
one must rigorously mold the child with that shape in mind.
Ideological indoctrination of the child then became a paramount
concern” (75).
Such instilment of ideologies was done through the popularization of the
canonical versions of the tale, including Le Petit Chaperon Rouge and Little Red
Cap. With continuous readership and canonization of these canonical versions, I
argue, the patriarchal lessons that warns young women against transgression in
these versions of Red Riding Hood, as analyzed above, get inherited. To support
my argument about the inheritance of gender ideology through continuous retelling of the tale, I would like to quote Jan Assmann’s theories of cultural
memory. In an interview conducted by Caroline Gaudriault, Assmann said:
Cultural memory is…a kind of collective memory that develops
through communication, through language, or, in other words,
within a context of socialization. Our world is socially constructed
on the foundations of collective thought; every one of us possesses,
on the one hand, an individual memory, and, on the other, a social
one. Cultural memory is manifested in communication and
participation in living memory, in a process which takes different
forms, encompassing rituals, meals, the landscape (Gaudriault, n.p.,
and my emphasis).
Although Assmann is discussing cultural memory related to historical events or
actual events in this quote, his ideas about cultural memory which is manifested
in the social world via communication and participation in rituals between
people, can be adapted to think about fairy tales. In the case of the Red Riding
Hood tale, Perrault and the Grimm monumentalized the character of Red Riding
Hood as a victim and the fact that parents read the tale as a bedtime story to
their children is actually like a ritual that passes on a shared understanding of
being a proper young woman. With the ritual performed repeatedly throughout
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years, I believe patriarchal values speaking of the needs to control young
women get reified as ‘truths’.
I believe the reification of patriarchal teachings as ‘truths’ is done through
the internalization of these values made prevalent by the circulation of the
canonized versions of the tale. To better illustrate how this happens, I would
like to borrow Michel Foucault’s ideas about governmentality. Governmentality
is a term coined by Foucault to describe the “art of governing…how to govern
children, how to govern the poor and baggers, how to govern a family, a
house…cities, States and also how to govern one’s own body and mind”
(Foucault, The Politics of Truth, 43-44). The need of governing individuals,
according to Schirato, Danaher and Webb’s analysis of Foucaultian theories,
stemmed from the explosion of discourses and discussions revolving a political
transition from sovereignty and religion to government or the act of governing
based on human rationality during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in
Europe (69-70). As human reason was so emphasized in governmentality,
systematic fields of knowledge had to be developed to act as the logics of how to
govern. In Foucault’s analysis, in order to manage individuals, these bodies of
knowledge were employed to “modify the consciousness of people” (Foucault,
Security, Territory, Population, 275), that is, to modify their opinions and “their
ways of doing things, their ways of acting, their behavior as economic subjects
and political subjects” (275). Nikolas Rose described how these bodies of
knowledge modify individuals’ mentality and behavior in terms of the workings
of different technologies (52-88). According to his analysis, these technologies
include technologies of power that of the self, and of the market. To Rose,
technologies of power are exercised to establish social order through the
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promotion of good behavior and attitudes and the prevention of the negative
ones (52), while technologies of the self, encourage individuals to govern
themselves as well as others to live according to established norms (88). Apart
from technologies of power and that of the self, technologies of the market are
also employed to manipulate individuals into wanting and needing to build the
personal identity as the normal and productive individual against the ‘mad’
outcast (52). In a society where these technologies overlap to work to establish
and maintain social order, individuals govern and discipline themselves as well
as others. They earn through constant self-evaluation, discipline and regulation
after the internalization of prevalent values.
I believe the prevalence of these canonized versions by Perrault and the
Brothers Grimm over other versions also helped maintain social order and
hierarchy in the most effective way, that is, through the legitimization and
internalization of patriarchal values. When people read and learn from the
story’s moral, they learn not just a moral lesson to self-govern himself or herself
against ‘straying from the right path’ but also a way to govern others. As people
govern each other, they consciously try not to disobey the conventional
discourses to avoid being deemed as the outcast. In other words, the circulation
of Perrault’s story over others helped maintain social order by encouraging selfgovernment and the government of others. In my interpretations, the canonical
versions of the Red Riding Hood tale seen through the lens of governmentality,
was similar to how Thomas Lemke discussed Foucault’s concept of
governmentality, an instrument of power-relations (Lemke, 53). This
instrument then worked through discipline, that is, governing oneself and
others to stay in the norms. I believe the reason why Perrault’s and the Grimms’
47

works gained exclusive popularity alongside with other versions of the Red
Riding Hood tale was because they followed the patriarchal governmentality in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. These versions were written as
warnings for young women against the appalling and brutal consequences of
transgressing prescribed rules by following one’s desires. As discussed
previously in this section, both Perrault’s and the Grimms’ versions provided an
example of how a woman could invite herself to the violence of rape and death
committed by a dangerous male represented by the Wolf, if she transgressed—
strays from the right path. By widely circulating these canonized versions with
such lessons for young women, readers were subjected to the patriarchal
definition of a ‘good woman’, that is, a woman who does not transgressing
against what she has been taught and remains chaste before marriage.
Moreover, through the continuous circulation of these canonical versions of the
Red Riding Hood tale, readers would also accept such values preached by the
male-dominated discourse as the ‘truth’. Borrowing Foucault’s logic, upon
continuous circulation of these stories, readers would then internalize such
patriarchal teachings and start self-governing and disciplining within and
among themselves so that they would not be seen as the threat to social order
or an outcast. As a result of encouraging self-government and discipline, both
Perrault’s and the Grimms’ versions helped promote both personal and societal
benefits by keeping women obedient to rules and teachings given to them
without the dependence on governments. Moreover, these stories also helped
them work their bodies and minds in the most efficient and economical way
that allowed order to be maintained.
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2. Alternative Versions: Red Riding Hood, Not a Victim
Although revisions of the tale might have altered the tale by adding new
characters or identities to existing characters11, changing the colour of the
heroine’s hood to green12 and navy blue13, or eliminating elements in their new
versions, they always seem to retain bits of the tale that allow the establishment
of an immediate link to the tale for readers. Italian author Gianni Rodari once
said in his book, five words—woods, flowers, girl, wolf, grandmother, are what
are needed to make one remember the story of Red Riding Hood (34). The fact
that the story keeps on being retold, rewritten and retold means that it has
indeed become a part of our cultural heritage. Since Charles Perrault who first
published the tale in 1697, the Red Riding Hood tale has been turned from an
entertaining tale of a young girl exploring her sexuality and curiosity without
ending up with death, to a moral tale with warnings. Jack Zipes, one of the
leading scholar in the analysis of fairy tales and folklores, points out in his book
The Trials and Tribulations of Little Red Riding Hood, that despite the possible
Asian cognates of the tale and the rich oral traditions in association, it was since
Perrault fixed and then the Grimms extended “the ground rules and sexual
regulations” of how the plot and characterization of the heroine should be done,
that the tale became a civilizing and socializing tool for women (The Trials and

For example, in the 2011 Hollywood film Red Riding Hood, the Father of Red Riding Hood has
been added; In Angela Carter’s Bloody Chamber, the Grandma is the Wolf in “The Werewolf”,
while the Wolf becomes a lover of the Heroine who later on becomes a Wolf as well in “The
Company of Wolves”, and in “Wolf Alice”, the Wolf is a werewolf Duke while Alice—the Red
Riding Hood character is a girl raised by Wolves in the wild.
12Pierre-Henri Cami (1972) and Grégoire Solotareff (1989) both published a Petit Chaperon Vert
which can be translated as The Little Pale Green Hat.
13 Philippe Dumas published Le Petit Chaperon Bleu Marine which can be translated as Little
Navy Blue Riding Hood in 1977.
11
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Tribulations of Little Red Riding Hood, 7). He also points out that once Perrault
has adapted the tale from its earlier versions to his own publication for an
upper-class, aristocrat audience at the end of the seventeenth century,
it became practically impossible for either oral storytellers or
writers not to take into account his version, and thus storytellers
and writers became the conveyors of both the oral and literary
tradition of this particular tale” (Zipes, The Trials and Tribulations of
Little Red Riding Hood, 7).
As Zipes writes, Perrault transforms the tale from “a hopeful oral tale about the
initiation of a young girl into a tragic one of violence in which the girl is blamed
for her own violation” (Zipes, Trials and Tribulations of Little Red Riding Hood, 7)
and as his tale became canonized, the heroine’s status as a rape victim also gets
passed on. In the following, I introduce versions of the tale that include a
heroine who is not a victim and account for their displacement by the canonical
versions because they offer a counter memory of Red Riding Hood being a
helpless victim.
Like many other folklores and fairy tales, the tale of Red Riding Hood tale
was found orally transmitted among the French and Italian peasants since the
Middle Ages (Zipes, Trials and Tribulations of Little Red Riding Hood, 43).
Although the Red Riding Hood tale readers tend to remember now usually
centres around a little girl and a beastly antagonist who is sometimes a Wolf, a
Werewolf, or an Ogre that punishes the heroine, in some versions, mostly before
Perrault and the Grimms’ time, the heroine manages to escape from the beast.
In the fourteenth-century oral tale “The False Grandmother” (qtd in Zipes,
Trials and Tribulations of Little Red Riding Hood, 20-21), the heroine notices the
beast in disguise of Grandma and therefore, makes up an excuse by telling the
Wolf she needs to relieve herself outside the house, and successfully escapes;
50

and in another Medieval French oral version “The Story of the Grandmother”
that has been collected by Delarue in France in 1885 (as qtd in Seal, 154), the
heroine meets the Werewolf and is asked to choose between a path of pins or
needles. She picks the path with needles and has fun on her way picking up
needles while the Werewolf arrives at Grandmother’s house, kills her, and puts
her flesh in the pantry and her blood in a wine bottle. And as the girl arrives at
the house, the Werewolf, in the disguise of the Grandmother asks her to eat the
flesh and drinks the blood of her Grandmother while a cat passes by comments
that the girl is a slut who consumes her own grandma’s flesh and blood. Later on,
the Werewolf asks her to remove all her clothes and she does so without
showing any hint of resistance and even actively asks where she should put her
apron before she joins him in bed. Upon discovering the Werewolf’s identity,
she, like in the Italian version, makes up an excuse to go outside and manages to
escape. Scholars such as Richard Chase Jr. and David Teasley read this version
as a girl choosing the path to become a prostitute. Regardless of whether we
agree that she chooses to be a prostitute or actually becomes one, we can see
that our heroine is not a mere victim who dies without attempts to resist
oppression, nor is she so naïve and innocent enough to die in the predator’s
mouth. Instead, she is a young woman who explores her own sexualities, follows
her own desires and curiosity, and an agency of herself that decides to venture
into the forest, goes to bed with the Wolf without having to ‘pay for’ her own
‘rebellious’ behavior of straying from the prescribed path. Obviously, Red Riding
Hood needs not always be that helpless prey of the predator Wolf. Therefore,
when authors and film producers, including Angela Carter and Catherine
Hardwicke (director of the 2011 Red Riding Hood movie) rewrite the tale, they
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are also inevitably affected by cultural memory. The fact that these writers and
filmmakers realize the need to rewrite the story to ‘liberate’ the heroine means
that they not only remember the heroine as a victim, but also are re-establishing
the heroine as a subject of care—one who needs to accept second-wave or
postfeminist ideals to be ‘free’. I argue that the reason why the heroine’s
victimhood and innocence are so well remembered is a result of plots and
characterizations of the tale featuring victimhood of the heroine become
canonized.
In addition to versions of the tale featuring an alternative ending and a
different characterization of the heroine, I would also like to introduce a lesserknown sequel to the main plot of the tale by Brothers Grimm. The second,
relatively unknown sequel to the first part of the Brothers’ tale was included in
both the 1812 and 1857 publications. This sequel features the heroine as well as
Grandma as rather empowered women. This part opens right after both female
characters have been swallowed by the Wolf and saved by the huntsman.
Having fallen victim to the first Wolf, both Grandma and Red Riding Hood
decide to take revenge on other wolves. In the second part of the Grimms’ tale,
Red Riding Hood stays in the right path ‘on the public road’ to keep herself safe.
However, another Wolf appears and follows her to Grandma’s house. Knowing
that, both Grandma and Red Riding Hood quickly lock the door so that the Wolf
is kept outside of the house. Yet, the Wolf would not give up on his plan to eat
Red Riding Hood and is waiting on the rooftop for her to go home at night so
that he can swallow her in darkness when nobody sees. Aware of the second
Wolf’s wicked plan, the heroine and Grandma work together to get rid of the
beast. They conspire to trick the Wolf into falling and drowning in a stone
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trough filled with hot water containing sausages. This part of the story ends
with the second Wolf sliding off the roof and getting drowned in the trough as
the smell of sausages inside arising to his nose attracts him. The second part of
the Grimms’ Little Red Cap features the heroine as well as Grandma, having
learnt from their previous experience with the first Wolf, become aware of the
cunningness of the Wolf and the danger he can pose to them. Having this
knowledge, they are able to take an active role in not only saving themselves but
also taking revenge on the predator’s aggression. I believe that this second part
of the story remains relatively unknown because it depicts and suggests
women’s rise from their passivity. As patriarchal traditions confine women in a
passive position where they need to learn to discipline themselves as obedient
daughters and wives, this second part of the story did not fit into this
patriarchal discourse. Therefore, it was not allowed to widely circulate.
I believe these lesser known versions were neither canonized nor
remembered because they carry elements that teach young women the opposite
of what a patriarchal society would want them to learn. This can be seen as
these versions feature the character of Red Riding Hood as a resourceful and
brave young woman who dares to explore and follow her desires without being
victimized. Through the portrayal of a heroine who transgresses without having
to be punished, these versions signify a counter-memory as opposed to the
cultural memory established by the canonized versions.
To support my explanation of the silencing and forgetting of these
alternative versions of the tale, I introduce Michel Foucault’s ideas about
counter memory in this sub-section. When one understands cultural memory,
one should take into accounts that things need to be represented in order to be
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remembered. And these representations are “designed to preserve a memory of
persons of events” (Taylor, Cultural Selection, 100) so that today, they “can still
make ‘present again’ for us what is ‘not present’” (100). However, powers
always interfere to manipulate how events and people are represented. In other
words, powers make use of cultural memory as a tool “since memory is actually
a very important factor in struggle (really, in fact, struggles develop in a kind of
conscious moving forward of history)” (Foucault, “Film and Popular Memory”,
25). Therefore, “if one controls people’s memory” (Foucault, “Film and Popular
Memory”, 25), then “one controls their dynamism” (25). That is to say that
cultural memory is a result of powers legitimizing certain events and elements
of certain stories while erasing others that are not legitimized. In the case of the
Red Riding Hood tale, contemporary readers’ cultural memory of the heroine’s
victimhood, gullibility and guiltiness, and the tale’s moral warning young
women against ‘straying from the right path’—transgression, is made possible
by forgetting and excluding the Othered versions not written to educate for
women to restrain themselves for the sake of patriarchal domination. I argue
that versions that were not canonized give life to ‘counter memory’ as they
represent a chance to revisit and recollect a counter history of a different Red
Riding Hood who dares to explore her desires and transgress, without having to
be punished. Because these alternative versions go against the popular
ideologies corresponding to the dominant episteme that distort women into
obedient daughters and wives, they are therefore withdrawn to the
“unattainable world” (Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History”, 144) where
they became “finally rejected as a useless notion, superfluous, and contradicted
on all sides” (144). In other words, because the alternative versions of the tale
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discussed above include voices of women that speak against the patriarchal
definition of a proper woman, they lost in the cultural selection dominated by
men and were ignored, disparaged and forgotten.

3. Conclusion
Once we take the canonized Red Riding Hood versions as the ‘original’,
more ‘authentic’ ones, we start to take the idea of her being a naïve victim as
something natural. Later when writers revisit the tale, they try to rewrite ‘to
alter…traditional patterns, images and codes” (Zipes, Trails and Tribulations of
Little Red Riding Hood, 9) to liberate the heroine they think has to be saved. Yet,
these alternatives would not be needed if we have remembered the versions
that present a non-victim and non-naïve Red Riding Hood. Actually, the heroine
can be construed as an autonomous woman who is sophisticated enough to save
herself to start with, and the latter revisions of the tale that empower her
continues this autonomy. However, this happens only after we have ignored or
forgotten other plots and characterizations in the development of the tale.
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Chapter Two
Second-wave Feminism and Red Riding Hood

Chapter one of this thesis has illustrated how Red Riding Hood has been
remembered as an innocent victim who is punished for her transgression. It is
undeniable that the classical versions of the tale, the popularized versions
contributing to the formation of cultural memory, contain patriarchal elements.
However, I believe when second-wave feminists—those who deploys “a radical
questioning of gender roles” (Nicholson, 1) present in women’s everyday life
such as their family relationships, work, and the media representation of
women, give their criticisms to the tale, they are themselves establishing and
reinforcing the cultural memory of the heroine being a victim as well. Although
they intend to offer new accounts about how the heroine is oppressed in the
hope of liberating her from patriarchal delimitations, by doing so, they at the
same time confirm the presumption that she is a victim, a passive being who
stands in the need of their help to be set free. As a result of presuming that the
heroine cannot be free unless she changes and accepts the new second-wave
feminist approaches, these rewritings also produce a literary representation of
women as the subject of care, a group who is deemed by feminists to be
incapable and thus need to depend on others to take care of them. When these
writers offer their critical contestation of the patriarchal mentality in the tale,
they participate also in the ongoing production and preservation of this cultural
memory shaping Red Riding Hood as a passive victim who cannot help herself.
This in the end reinforces what they are trying to critique because they confirm
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a “repressive hypothesis” as described by Foucault (History of Sexuality Vol. 1,
10)14 from which they rewrite the heroine representing women for her
liberation.
In this chapter, I will show how some second-wave feminist writers and
literary critics are creating women as their own subject of care for liberation via
their criticisms of the Red Riding Hood tale. In the first section, I will argue how
the Red Riding Hood tale has been interpreted as a “parable of rape”
(Brownmiller, 343-344) by some second-wave feminist scholars, who believe
that the heroine must be suffering and therefore exploited. Angela Carter’s “The
Company of Wolves” is important to my thesis because her story transforms a
negative “parable of rape” (Brownmiller, 343-344) into a more nuanced, equally
difficult, fantasy of ‘rape’ that some women might find enabling. This
juxtaposition of Carter’s illustration of a ‘rape fantasy’ with feminist criticisms
of the Red Riding Hood tale is essential for my idea about a ‘liberation loop’
which I argue feminist and postfeminist discourses fall into. To get a more
complete picture of how the fantasy of ‘rape’ or sexual violence is seen as being
solely exploitative to women, I will also examine the radical and second-wave
feminist arguments against pornography. In the second section, I will talk about
how Angela Carter rewrote the Red Riding Hood tale to provide an alternative
understanding to her engagement with ‘rape’ fantasies without necessarily
agreeing with the way second-wave and radical feminism frown upon
pornography and rape as being essentially exploitative to women. In this
section, I will argue that Carter’s “The Company of Wolves” shows how the

More of how Foucault’s “repressive hypothesis” (History of Sexuality Vol. 1)
can be applied to this chapter can be found in the third section of this chapter.
14
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engagement with the fantasy of sexual violence does not necessarily mean
victimization or exploitation, instead, women can respond creatively with it too.
In this section, I will also talk about how Carter’s ‘Wolf Trilogy’ rewrites the
Wolf’s Otherness to explore alternative understandings of the villain whose
villainy only depends on the heroine’s gullibility. Then in the third section, I will
explain how some of the second-wave feminist criticisms might stem from
writers and scholars collectively remembering Red Riding Hood as a victim
recalling my discussion of cultural memory from the previous chapter, thus
prompting them to feel the need to liberate the heroine as well as the mad
Other—the Wolf. I will also show in this section how, in doing so, these writers
are reinforcing a “repressive hypothesis” by borrowing concepts from Foucault.

1. Red Riding Hood: a Parable of Rape and Pornography
Second-wave and radical feminists have often criticized the canonical
versions of the tale by Perrault and the Grimms for preaching patriarchal
ideologies about women being passive and therefore vulnerable. Examples of
these feminist analyses include: Helene Cixous who criticized the tale’s
promotion of patriarchal norms based on the discourses on gender roles in her
1981 article “Castration or Decapitation”; Nina Lykke who argued against the
patriarchal discourses creating the heroine’s passive sexuality and family
discourses in her article entitled “Little Red Riding Hood, Antigone and the
Oedipus Complex”; and Hila Shachar who explored how the heroine becomes
“an object of patriarchy upon her walking the forest path” (157). These
feminists believe that the tale helps construct the image of young women
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represented by the heroine as a vulnerable prey to the male predator, Wolf. And
exactly because the heroine is constructed as being incapable of self-protection,
when she undresses herself and joins the Wolf in bed as ordered by the Wolf in
Perrault’s version, the tale is easily understood as one about rape, and therefore
of how the heroine is violated and oppressed. More than believing that the tale
depicts the heroine swallowed by the Wolf as a metaphorical rape, second-wave
feminist critics also believe that the tale tells how women are violently exploited
by patriarchal society. However, why must the story be read as one about rape?
My reading of Angela Carter’s “The Company of Wolves” recasts this question to
ask: why must the fantasy related to ‘rape’ or a preference and practice of maledominated sex be viewed as essentially exploiting women?
In this section, I will first show how the tale in which the heroine is
punished by being ‘raped’ acts as a moral lesson to warn women against
exploring their desires. Second, following the argument that the ‘rape’ in the tale
is interpreted as a punishment, I will reveal how second-wave feminist writers
re-wrote the Red Riding Hood tale, negating the seemingly ‘forceful’ union
between the Wolf and the heroine initiated by the beast in order to illustrate
how male’s aggressive role in sex is tormenting women. Then I will offer a
review of how some second-wave and radical feminists interpret pornography
and aggressive sex initiated by men as essentially exploitative to women
because these arguments underpin some rewriting of the Little Red Riding
Hood tale. It is important to review such arguments as it sets the context for the
next section of this chapter where I argue that Angela Carter’s The Company of
Wolves provides an alternative understanding by turning ‘real’ rape into a
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fantasy of ‘rape’ which women might be able to respond to creatively and
actively.
In second-wave feminist interpretations, classical fairy tales, including
the canonical versions of the Red Riding Hood tale, are understood as texts that
socialize women into passive and subordinate beings to men. To name a few, in
her groundbreaking book The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir analyzes how
some fairy tales have contributed to patriarchal subjugation of women:
Women is Sleeping Beauty, Donkey Skin, Cinderella, Snow White,
the one who receives and endures…the young man sets off to seek
the woman…she is locked up in a tower…chained to a rock, captive,
put to sleep: she is waiting. One day my prince will come (305).
The in 1972, Marcia Lieberman wrote one of the most cited article in the field of
fairy tale studies to argue how fairy tales spread patriarchal ideologies about
sex roles that construct women as the passive sex whose empowerment is not
encouraged: “women who are power and good are never human; those women
who are human, and who have power or seek it, are nearly always portrayed as
repulsive” (393). Latter feminist analyses such as that of Mary Daly and Andrea
Dworkin seem to echo with Beauvoir’s and Lieberman’s arguments: “The child
who is fed tales such as Snow White is not told that the tale itself is a poisonous
apple, and the Wicked Queen…is unaware of her venomous part in the
patriarchal plot” (Daly, 44);
We have taken the fairy tales of childhood with us into
maturity…At some point the Great Divide took place: they (the
boys) dreamed of mounting the Great Steed and buying Snowwhite from the dwarfs; we (the girls) aspired to become that object
of every necrophilia’s lust—the innocent, victimized Sleeping
Beauty (Dworkin, Women Hating, 33).

60

With the criticisms of fairy tales’ patriarchal myths, second-wave feminists also
read the Red Riding Hood tale as the moral lesson punishing women who resist
and challenge patriarchal teachings by following their own curiosity or
‘promiscuous’ desires. Donald Haase emphasizes how, for some second-wave
feminist critics reading fairytales, “fear was supposed to elicit obedience and
moral behavior” (Fairy Tales and Feminism, 159). In second-wave feminist
interpretations of these canonical versions, the narrative’s prolonged
concentration on depicting the girl’s act of disobedience rather than the Wolf’s
serial killings was used to draw readers’ attention to her rebellion instead of the
male predator’s wickedness. Readers, especially young women, are led to
believe that if they ignore what they have been taught and stray from ‘the right
path’ and thus resist the male order, they will be ‘rightfully’ raped. Like Jack
Zipes, in his 1983 book Trails and Tribulations of Little Red Riding Hood, I also
believe that the canonical texts teach women that if their desires and curiosity
are unruly and if they fail to control themselves, they should then be responsible
for their misfortune.
I believe the reason why Red Riding Hood’s acts of following her own
desires by ignoring what she has been taught to obey, need to be punished, is
that her self-exploration poses a threat to the patriarchal order. Because of her
“indulgence in sensuality and her disobedience” (Zipes, Trials and Tribulations
of Little Red Riding Hood, 34), she lays herself open to the wickedness of the
male predator and thus her own acts of disobedience eventually leads to her
own tragic end of being raped. This interpretation is justified considering that,
in a patriarchal society, women’s self-exploration may cause them to resist
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patriarchal teachings and t power, and eventually lead to the resumption of
women’s self-autonomy and agency that empowers them against the patriarchy.
This explains why in the popularized male-authored versions Red Riding Hood
must be raped and eaten by the Wolf. Jack Zipes reads this ending as a literary
tale of rape and therefore violence against women, especially since Charles
Perrault first published the story in 1697 (Trials and Tribulations of Little Red
Riding Hood, 7). Perrault’s story that features the heroine joining the Wolf in
bed naked and being devoured alive leads Zipes to interpret the story is one
about rape. Second-wave or radical feminist scholars have offered much
criticisms of the tale’s alleged ‘rape’ scene. For instances, Susan Brownmiller
directly compares the tale to “a parable of rape” (343-344); in Anne Sharpe’s
story “Not So Little Red Riding Hood”, she reverses the victim and predator role
in the commonly remembered version of the tale and has the heroine named
Scarlet revenge on the would-be rapist Wolf with her black-belt karate skills.
However, the meaning of ‘rape’ is not always the same as how it is
interpreted nowadays as a crime against women. In Catherine Orenstein’s
detailed study of the Red Riding Hood tale, before the second half of the
twentieth century, rape was understood as “a crime against honour—male
honor” in biblical stories till the seventeenth century in Europe (149-150). In
other words, in the early patriarchal concept of rape, regardless of whether Red
Riding Hood is joining the Wolf in bed willingly or not, the act of her losing
virginity before marriage is a rape because it is a violation of the father’s
property, that is, his daughter and her virginity which he has to depend on to
marry off her. According to Orenstein, it was only until the 1970s that the
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contemporary definition of rape as “a crime of aggression against women” (151)
emerged, promulgated by women activists in their anti-rape movement.
This new understanding of rape as a violation against a woman’s will
promoted writers interested in liberation women from patriarchal oppression
to write against the old moralizing versions of the tale that condemn the
heroine for causing her own rape. In these later rewritings, writers often seek to
restore the autonomy and agency to the body that is lost as a result of
understanding the heroine as a victim helplessly involved in a rape scene. In
Anne Sexton’s “Red Riding Hood” poem in Transformations (73-79), she
featured a heroine who, after the familiar dialogue that exists in every Red
Riding Hood story, “Oh Grandmother, what big eyes you have, ears, eyes, hands
and then the teeth. The Better to eat you with my dear”, is eaten alive by the
Wolf like in Perrault’s version: “So the wolf gobbled Red Riding Hood down”
(Sexton, 77-78). However, after the huntsman has rescued Grandma and Red
Riding Hood from the Wolf, they become “those two remembering nothing
naked and brutal from that little death, that little birth, from their going
down and their lifting up” (78). Writers such as Anne Sharpe, who wrote Not So
Little Red Riding Hood, and Naomi Wolf, who wrote Promiscuities, revealed how
women are in fact tormented by male (would-be) rapists or aggressors by
referring back to the old tale, criticizing the canonical versions of the tale. These
two writers both pointed out that it is the men who should be blamed rather
than the women who suffered the rape and that women are most ‘free’ from
male oppression if they realize rape is utterly causing pain to them. These
feminist writers’ works feature the heroine’s submissive sex with the Wolf as
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rape that is brutal and torturous in nature and reveal patriarchal violation of
women.
Perhaps taking the idea that the heroine devoured by the Wolf is raped15,
there are also other versions that attempted to re-tell the Red Riding Hood tale
in the hope of subverting the old versions’ patriarchal teachings that confined
women in their weaker position against transgression. For example, Tanith Lee
offered a short story entitled “Wolfland” in her 1983 book Red as Blood or Tales
from the Sisters Grimmer. In “Wolfland”, Lee explores how the character of
Grandma becomes a werewolf to take revenge on her husband, Red Riding
Hood’s grandfather. And in 1972, the Merseyside Fairy Tale Collective published
their revision of Little Red Riding Hood in which the heroine never talks to the
Wolf and gains new confidence after being given a new cloak with the Wolf’s
pelt. In the story, the heroine murders the Wolf assaulting her with the help of
her grandma, who is experienced in killing wolves (qtd in Zipes, Trials and
Tribulations of Little Red Riding Hood, 251-255). Clearly, these rewritings
criticize the idea that the heroine must be an innocent victim vulnerable to the
male predator. And by granting new abilities to the heroine, she is able to rise
from the passive status as a rape victim earlier Red Riding Hoods are trapped in,
for revenge.
The above versions interpret the union of heroine with Wolf as ‘rape’ and
thus cast the sex between the two characters in negative terms. However, I
believe such a one-sided interpretation of the tale dismiss any possibilities of
The act of being ‘devoured’ alive is often a metaphor of being raped. See more
in Marina Warner’s From the Beast to the Blonde, 259.
15
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the heroine engaging with her sexual submission. In these versions, the heroine
is often seen as “defenseless before the male wolf” (Brownmiller, 343), and
surrendering, while the Wolf who provokes the sex is portrayed as cunning and
with immense strength. This juxtaposition of a strong and active Wolf taking sex
and a passive, weak Red Riding Hood accepting sex makes the tale seem to be
similar to a real rape in which the total dominance of men against women
reduces women to mere objects for men’s sexual appetite. As a result, the sex
between the two characters becomes negativized and the question of power and
consent is foregrounded instead. Susan Brownmiller, after describing the tale as
“a parable of rape” (344), asked: “do we crave humiliation, degradation and
violation of our bodily integrity? Do we psychologically need to be seized, taken,
ravished and ravaged?” (347). Brownmiller did more than just pointing out that
not only that the classic versions of the tale is wrong in situating the heroine as
asking for a rape, but she also denied the ‘rape fantasy’ women can have in their
experiment with sexuality by querying how even ‘psychologically’ women
require domination or enjoy sexual submission. However, this view is limited
because it overlooks the possibility that some women may psychologically’ in
fact enjoy taking or pretending to be taking a passive role in sex in order to
arouse the excitement of being ‘overcome’ by their male partner. However,
while I agree with their criticisms of the patriarchal elements in the tale, I
question their interpretation of the ‘rape’ in the tale. I argue that understanding
the Wolf’s active role-taking in seducing and initiating sex alongside the
heroine’s passivity need not be understood as a sexual aggression done by him
to her. And I think by assuming that the heroine is a victim only denies her, and
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by extension, other women, potential creative and active engagement with
psychological ‘rape fantasies’.
In this chapter, I claim that Angela Carter, in her short story, “The
Company of Wolves”, challenged the patriarchal authorities and subverted the
situation making Red Riding Hood’s experience of male-dominated sex act a
troubling but potentially enabling response to her fantasies of ‘rape’ without
necessarily relegating her to the status of victim. I reveal how Carter’s story
provides an alternative perspective on the heroine’s sex based on my reading of
her ‘rape’ fantasies in the next section. I believe that these second-wave feminist
criticisms that only condemn the Wolf’s active role in forcing sex on the heroine
eventually forms another delimiting power-discourse that work against women.
To demonstrate this, it is useful to review on the second-wave feminist critique
on pornography as violence against women because both arguments focus on
both rape and pornographic material as violence against women.

1. Red Riding Hood and Pornography: Second-wave Feminist Power
Discourse
When scholars criticize the ‘rape’ in Red Riding Hood tale for being
coercive to women, they are offering similar perspectives to those who argue
against pornography. Just like how second-wave feminists find pornography
coercive to women, the tale is also equally coercive in its use of ‘rape’ as a
punishment of wayward women.. In both camps, it can be argued that feminist
find fault with representations of women who are raped or coerced in sexual
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situations because they are ‘asking for it’. An analysis of how these scholars
understand pornography as objectifying women should also be useful to
understanding how the ‘rape’ in the tale is equally harming to women. Because
the sex in the tale happens between a powerful beast and a heroine
characterized as weak, it perhaps constitutes the reading of such a reunion as a
‘rape’. And as rape often means an extreme violation and objectification of
women, it becomes plausible to interpret the ‘rape’ in the tale as oppressive: it
objectifies the heroine for male sexual desires and dehumanizes her for making
her the toys and tools for the Wolf to gain sexual satisfaction. I believe that these
second-wave and radical feminists from both the anti-sex-industry studies field
and fairy tale studies field are correct in their indictment of rape but both camps
have the potential to dismiss the possibility that women, as Brownmiller put it,
can psychologically gain pleasure and engage actively in fantasies of sexual
violation.
Before I started writing this chapter, I was inspired by Lisa Propst’s 2008
article “Bloody Chambers and Labyrinths of Desire: Sexual Violence in Marina
Warner’s Fairy Tales and Myths”. Like Propst, I also find it important to trace
the history of radical feminists’ argument on sexual violence in pornography or
such as rape for the sake of this paper. In order for me to establish my argument
about second-wave feminists creating women as their own subject of care for
liberation, I have to offer a summary of second-wave feminist arguments against
pornography, which is also understood as a form of violence against women.
Second-wave feminism emerged in the sixties with the Women’s
Liberation Movement in the United States and spread to Europe and other
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countries. The term is sometimes used synonymously with the Women’s
Liberation Movement. According to Joanne Hollows, “central to second-wave
feminism…was the idea that ‘the personal is political’: what appeared to be
individual, private problem that women endured in isolation were…common
problems experienced by all women” (4). Included in these “common problems”
(Hollows, 4) by the second-wave feminists were problems regarding women’s
reproductive freedom, rape, and certain family issues, for example, seen as the
sources of women’s oppression. Radical feminism is often seen as a part of the
second wave. It has been widely accepted that second-wave and radical
feminists believe that ‘the personal is political’: “‘THE PERSONAL IS
POLITICAL’—THAT STOCK PHRASE of 1960s and 1970s women’s liberation—
sums up the way many women understood the hopes, aspirations, and purpose
of second-wave feminism” (Dawn and Pettegrew, 159). It means that within the
second wave of feminism that includes radical feminism, what used to be seen
as ‘personal relations’ such as women’s relations with men and the family are in
fact “political to the core” (Genovese, 11). Radical feminists are “interested in
getting to the roots of the problems of society” (Sarachild, 144). The roots of the
problems include a wide range of subjects from women’s relations with men,
the media’s over-generalizations about women and feelings about one’s body
(Nachescu, 30), all contributing to the construction of women as the
subordinate gender to men.
According to Carolyn Bronstein, radical feminists approached their
analysis of the pornography industry in the following ways. First, they saw the
proliferation of pornography as part of society’s backlash to advances in
women's equality (Bronstein, 82). Second, they understood the popularity of sex
68

magazines such as Playboy, Hustler and Deep Throat, and pornography, in
general, as a misogynic campaign to keep women in their assigned social roles
(Bronstein, 250-256). Among these feminists who criticized pornography, Helen
Longino was one of the first to theorize how pornography undermines and
oppresses women. Perhaps inspired by Immanuel Kant who pointed out
centuries ago that sex turns women into mere a means to an end and “an object
of another’s appetite” (Kant, 163), Longino believes that pornography
dehumanizes women and turn them into the instruments of merely male
desires rather than women themselves (45).
One might argue that in a liberal society, it would be normally accepted
to allow an act if it is done in consent with the participants and if it does not
harm anyone. Taking this principle in mind, the definition of harm should then
be different to different people and it is often disputed how morals can be
called on to suppress activities causing ‘harm’ because nobody should be
prevented from expressing their convictions or indulging in their own desires
and tastes. However, Helen Longino wrote in her 1980 article “Pornography,
Oppression and Freedom: A Closer Look”:
Pornography, by its very nature, requires that women be
subordinate to men…Pornography lies when it says that our sexual
life is or ought to be subordinate to the service of men…pleasing
men and not ourselves…we are fit subjects for rape, bondage,
torture, and murder (45, my emphasis).
To some radical feminists such as Longino, regardless of whether women
proclaim that they enjoy consuming pornographic materials or are doing it
willingly, they are being simply lied to and fooled into joining the maledominated sex industry, which does harm to them and other women.
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Believing that pornography is essentially exploitative to women, some
second-wave feminists, notably Andrea Dworkin and Catherine MacKinnon,
campaigned for the ban of pornography. Even if some women would admit that
that they consent to participate in pornography or prostitution, these feminist
scholars would still point out that these women only make their choice due to
their lack of options within our patriarchal society, hence their consent is not
true consent. As a result, in the eighties, Andrea Dworkin and Catherine
MacKinnon joined hands to propose “The Anti-pornography Civil Rights
Ordinance” in the United States. In their argument, pornography is theorized as
a violation of women’s civil rights for women are all harmed by the obscene
images that objectify them. Catherine MacKinnon states that pornography is
essentially oppressing women:
We define pornography as the graphic sexually explicit
subordination of women through pictures and words…women are
presented dehumanize as sexual objects who enjoy
humiliation…and rape (Feminism Unmodified, 176).
Andrea Dworkin, on the other hand, shared similar beliefs about the oppressive
nature of pornography and further discusses how pornography serves as an
instrument that perpetuates a sexist view: “Male power is the raison d’etre of
pornography; the degradation of the female is the means of achieving this
power” (Pornography: Men Possessing Women, 25). She continues:
Men do not believe that rape and battery are violations of female
will in part because men … have consumed pornography in the
private world of men for centuries… The most enduring sexual truth
in pornography is that sexual violence is desired by the normal
female, needed by her, suggested or demanded by her (Pornography:
Men Possessing Women, 166).
These feminist crusaders who seek to stop pornography industry from
flourishing ultimately come to the ground by assuming, like Catherine
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MacKinnon, that our world is a world of gender inequality and of patriarchal
societies where all women are objectified by men (MacKinnon, Feminism
Unmodified, 32-45) because they admit that pornography “reflect and anchor
larger systems of male dominance…do devastating harm to the women and
children… undermine all women’s safety and dignity by legitimizing the
objectification of women” (Whisnant and Stark, xiv).
My review of how some second-wave and radical feminists argued
against pornography shows how pornographic materials are interpreted as
violence turning women into objects of desires for and therefore victims of men.
And regardless of whether the women involved chose to participate in the
consumption of these materials, they were seen as the victim exploited by
patriarchy. While I agree with these second-wave and radical feminists to the
extent that if we assume that in a sex industry designed to please men, women
cannot find pleasure. The question of women being exploited in pornography is
not in the purview of this thesis as I am interested in the reactions and agency of
women who consume pornography. I think the question of whether women
could find pleasure in pornographic consumption should not be judged by
second-wave and radical feminists or anyone other than the consumers
themselves. In my opinion, to assume that pornography is essentially
exploitative to women is to dismiss and deny the possibilities of women
enjoying themselves by purchasing and using these products. I believe that
when women choose to consume pornographic materials, they can also
immerse themselves in their sexual fantasies, and therefore take an active role
in using these pornographic materials rather than being used. Again, the
question of these women’s complicity in exploiting other women by purchasing
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pornography, though valid, is beyond the scope of this thesis. I believe that
these second-wave and radical feminist criticisms of pornography as essentially
detrimental to women dismiss the potential of women actively engaging with
pornographic material, which in the end, would become new delimitations to
women.
Aside from these radical feminist views, Angela Carter offers different
opinions about pornography. Below is Carter’s discussion of pornography in
The Sadeian Woman:
Pornography involves an abstraction of human intercourse in
which the self is reduced to its formal elements…in graffiti…The
anatomical reductionalism of graffiti…extracts all the evidence of
me from myself and leaves behind only a single aspect of my life as
a mammal. It enlarges this aspect, simplifies it and then presents it
as the most significant aspect of my entire humanity… graffiti
directs me back to my mythic generation as a woman…my
symbolic value is primarily that of a myth of patience and
receptivity, a dumb mouth from which the teeth have been pulled
(4-5)
In other words, pornography is only harmful to women when it presents
oversimplified notions of sex and gender itself. In Carter’s own words,
pornography, when it ignores the real life relations in the real world and
remains only fantastical, delivers “false universals of sexual archetypes because
it denies…or…ignore the social context…pornography must always have the
simplicity of fables” (The Sadeian Woman, 16). That is, pornography is harmful
because it often ignores that the men and women are really actors and actresses
who are just doing business to present their act as their pure consumption of
desires. But perhaps, pornography need not be harmful to women if it can shed
light on, reflect or even offer comments on the real conditions of life. Thus,
pornography is not mere violence done to women by the demand of a male72

oriented society, even though it can include seemingly violent scenes such as
rape fantasies. Following this logic, it may be plausible to say that even though
some versions of the Red Riding Hood tale may contain elements of sexual
violence, may be read as a parable of rape, or seem pornographic, it does not
necessarily stand in the need of feminist critique of its potential oppression.
In the next section, I will explore how Angela Carter’s “The Company of
Wolves”, despite its pornographic details hinting at sexual violence is not
necessarily a story of rape but can be read as an expression of a rape fantasy. I
argue that, in fact, in the heroine’s passive role as the recipient of the aggressive,
hungry Wolf’s sexual advances, she is still engaging actively in the process with
her fantasies, and thus, defies the need for radical feminist or second-wave
feminists’ attempt at liberating her from the sexual violence they condemn.

2. The Company of Wolves: a Rape Fantasy
Before I begin, I should briefly explain why I have chosen to focus on
Angela Carter’s version of the Red Riding Hood tale. It is because Carter, being a
radical feminist, allows both the conveyance of and reflections within secondwave feminist ideas. I find her story creates an interesting contrast with the
second-wave feminist criticisms of the tale. Instead of continuing to shape the
reunion of the heroine and the Wolf as a negative, forceful and violent assault or
resorting to murdering or physically hurting the Wolf as a way to defy
patriarchal discourses, Carter gives autonomy to the heroine to decide
consciously that she loves the Wolf and that she willingly has sex with the Wolf
instead of being fooled into sex or helplessly being swallowed as a result of
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failing to adhere to patriarchal social order given by her mother. That the sexual
union between Carter’s heroine and the Wolf still carries the cultural memory of
Red Riding Hood as a victim being violated by wolf in sexual terms and images, I
argue, transforms this scene into a still problematic but potentially enabling
rape fantasy for some female readers.
Carter’s short story “The Company of Wolves” is set in an unnamed,
remote village in winter. Monsters in the forest including witches and
werewolves would gather at night to hunt or revenge. In Carter’s careful
descriptions, both the witches and the wolves can both victims. While a witch
turns up in a wedding party to revenge on the bridegroom’s betrayal of settling
for another girl, the wolves also often howl with “some inherent sadness…as if
the beasts would love to be less beastly if only they knew how and never cease
to mourn their own condition” (Carter, Bloody Chamber, 143). Moreover, a
werewolf in one sub-plot is revealed to be exerting violence for revenge only
because his wife ends up staying with another man and even bears children. It is
in this village and forest full of beasts and deception that Red Riding Hood,
described as a fair and “strong-minded child” who is “quite sure that the wild
beasts cannot harm her”, armed with a knife, sets off to visit Granny who lives in
the winter woods. Although she is described as a ‘child’, she in fact is a young
woman whose “breasts have just begun to swell…and has just started her
woman’s bleeding” (Bloody Chamber, 145-146). The heroine is a curious girl as
she insists on going to the woods despite her mother’s warning because she
thinks “there is always something to look in the forests” (Bloody Chamber, 146).
Like every other Red Riding Hood stories, she met the Werewolf in the forest
and she talks to him. The Werewolf appears in the form of a handsome man and
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jokes with her and they both laugh together “like old friends” (Bloody Chamber,
146). Later, the Werewolf finds out where Grandma lives and goes to the old
lady’s place to swallow but before he leaves the heroine, he makes a bet with the
heroine: “what will you give me if I get to your grandmother’s house before you?”
(Bloody Chamber, 147) and asks for a kiss in return. While the Werewolf arrives
at poor Granny’s house to strip off his clothes and reveals the hairy legs and
huge genitals before he eats her up, the heroine her while dawdles on her way
“to make sure that the handsome gentleman would win his wager” (Bloody
Chamber, 147) so that she can kiss him. Upon the climax of the story, there is a
scene that can be interpreted as that of a ‘rape’. In Grandma’s house, when the
heroine asks about where her Grandmother is, although the Werewolf already
has started addressing her as ‘darling’, she has been surrounded by wolves
outside the house, that often howl loudly:
Now a great howling rose up all around them, near, very near, as
close as the kitchen garden, the howling of a multitude of
wolves…the blizzard whirled round the gaunt, grey beasts who
squatted on their haunches among the rows of winter cabbage…so
many wolves she could not count them (Bloody Chamber, 150).
Hence, when the heroine is having a “savage marriage ceremony” (Bloody
Chamber, 150-151) and goes to bed with the Werewolf, the wolves gathering
outside the house are also howling, and howling as if they are “celebrating” the
union of the two in bed (Bloody Chamber, 151-152). In this scene, as Red Riding
Hood is a young little girl alone with a werewolf inside the house and
surrounded by wolves outside. It is not difficult to guess that the union of the
two may occur under some level of stress and duress experienced by the
heroine due to the danger she is exposed to. Because of this, the scene could
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have been interpreted as a ‘rape’ scene, or, at least, a scene of coercion, because
there is a power struggle when the heroine drops and burns her clothes and
joins the Wolf in bed. The union of the two can therefore be interpreted as that
of sexual violence as it is unsure whether sex would have happened if she had
not been surrounded by so many wolves. One can imagine a radical feminist
criticizing such a scenario, however playful or willingly the woman involved
seems to be, because sexual violence is always oppressive to women.
In this section, I argue that such violent elements in the tale need not be
interpreted as ultimately undermining and oppressing women. I also argue that
it is questionable and perhaps dangerous for feminists to rewrite Red Riding
Hood in the hope of liberating her from passivity and victimhood, because in
doing so, they presume and re-establish the victim status of Red Riding Hood,
thus, confirming a repressive hypothesis. I agree with what Marina Warner’s
opinion in her book From the Beast to the Blonde that rape or sexual violence
need not be oppressive because the heroine, in her active engagement in sex,
can be giving a positive response if this scenario is read as a rape fantasy
instead. Yet, in feminist criticisms such as that of Susan Brownmiller and Anne
Sharpe, such a fantasy becomes a taboo subject, a ‘wrong’ or misguided
expression of women’s sexuality. I argue that the criticisms of the rape elements
of the Red Riding Hood tale made by many feminist scholars are constructing a
new but equally oppressive discourse that pictures and suggests a more rational,
‘better’ sexuality as opposed to the sexuality which involves women’s creative
engagement with their ‘rape fantasy’ that ought to be stopped. These criticisms
negating many fictional hints of sexual violence in stories and although are done
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in the name of emancipation of women, actually run into what I argue as a
‘liberation-loop”.
Instead of simply taking the second-wave feminist interpretations of the
‘rape’ elements in the evolution of the tale, that consequently invite the need of
liberation of the heroine from her status as a rape victim, I believe “The
Company of Wolves” offers an alternative understanding of women’s response
to the ‘rape fantasy’ I see in the story. It is a story of a young woman’s run
towards the unfamiliar new world via the reunion with the Werewolf as the
Other, as the beast. Although it carries hints of sexual violence or even a scene
that can be interpreted as a ‘rape’, it still maintains an optative tone.
I believe that in Angela Carter’s “The Company of Wolves” in The Bloody
Chamber, Red Riding Hood enjoys her reunion with the Werewolf. In the short
story, it is mentioned that:
‘What big teeth you have’…
‘All the better to eat you with’
The girl burst out laughing she knew she was nobody’s meat…she
tripped off his shirt for him and flung it into fire, in the fiery wake
of her own discarded clothing…
She will lay his fearful head on her lap and she will pick out the
lice from his pelt and perhaps she will put the lice into her mouth
and eat them, as he will bid her, as she would do in a savage
marriage ceremony.
The blizzard will die down…
See! Sweet and sound she sleeps in granny’s bed, between the
paws of the tender wolf. (Bloody Chamber, 151-152, my emphasis)
There is no hint of reluctance or resistance as we would normally expect to find
in a rape victim. Instead, we find Red Riding Hood sleeping sound and sweet
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after she tenderly picks up lice from the Werewolf and he, instead of being a
monstrous, evil and eager sexual predator who shows violence as we would
normally expect from a rapist, he responds to her sweet surrender with
tenderness. There, they reunite as they sleep. As Red Riding Hood says in the
story, she is “nobody’s meat” (Bloody Chamber, 152). To explain this metaphor
of being “nobody’s meat” (Bloody Chamber, 152), we must return to Carter’s The
Sadeian Woman in which she makes a distinction between flesh and meat:
“Flesh has specific orifices to contain the prick that penetrates it but meat’s
relation to the knife is more random and a thrust anywhere will do” (Carter, The
Sadeian Woman, 138). Following this concept, in “The Company of Wolves”, the
character of Red Riding Hood is therefore nobody’s victim nor is she a dish of
meat that lies helplessly waiting for the predator to eat to satisfy his evil and
disgusting sexual appetite. In Carter’s reading, Red Riding Hood is not meat,
which can only respond passively to the cut of the knife as helpless as a rape
victim is to the violation of the rapist. Here, instead of a rape, I want to
emphasize Carter’s spin on the word “savage marriage ceremony” (Bloody
Chamber, 152), although savage on its outlook, is sweet and sound. This reading
seems to go well with what is later shown in the film version of The Company of
Wolves, as Rosaleen (Red Riding Hood), after this “savage marriage ceremony”
(Bloody Chamber, 152) chooses to become a Wolf herself and run away with her
demon lover, stopping her parents from harming the Werewolf and leaving
them behind, ready for her new life without hesitation and without regrets or
reluctance and resistance. Here, it raises the question of why, if she is raped,
would she show any sort of enjoyment instead of resistance and why, if she is
raped, would she choose to run away with the Werewolf or stop her parents
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from killing the rapist, if he has raped her, and why, instead of violence, we read
that the Werewolf finally shows tenderness towards her? Perhaps my reading
that this is instead, a ‘rape fantasy’ may help answer or mitigate some of these
questions.
Marina Warner in her analysis of “Beauty and the Beast” in her book
From the Beast to the Blonde writes “Beauties choose to play with the Beast
precisely because his animal nature excites them and gives their desires license”
(308). I believe Red Riding Hood in Carter’s “The Company of Wolves”, in her
daydream about rape, also receives a similar “desires license” defined by
Warner (From the Blonde to the Beast, 308). With the supposed brutality of the
Wolf, in the heroine’s fantasies about the sex in which he dominates, she sheds
the sense of guilt and responsibility of wanting and having such sex. In other
words, with a licensing of her desires given by the Wolf, she feels comfortable to
let go of the social restrictions that bind her into her social sphere as “an
unbroken egg” (Bloody Chamber, 146), a pure young virgin who has just reached
her puberty: “she stands and moves within the invisible pentacle of her own
virginity” (Bloody Chamber, 146). The fact that the heroine welcomes and enjoys
the sex with the Wolf is obvious in Carter’s “The Company of Wolf” as instead of
giving in to a sexual predator Werewolf, as discussed above, she shows no hint
of resistance and instead shows sympathy and care, two important elements of
love, towards the Werewolf. Although coercive elements do exist in the tale as
she is still surrounded by the wolves outside and she is facing a beastly man
who offers to sleep with her, I think she is actually responding and actively
engaging with her own sexual fantasy of rape or ravishment.
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In the story of Psyche and Cupid, Psyche, upon unmasking her
mysterious night lover, is on her own journey of adventures before she can
settle down with Cupid and finally has a daughter Voluptas: happiness. In
Marina Warner’s analysis, Psyche is a “chivalrous quester” (From the Beast to
the Blonde, 275) and “it is her activities which catalyze the plot- at first
harmfully, at least triumphantly” (275). I think Red Riding Hood in Carter’s “The
Company of Wolves” has similar qualities and is also on a quest to embrace her
sexuality and fantasy via her union with the Werewolf, a symbol of the ‘beastly’
power and female sexual desire that is a Pandora box forbidden by the human
society to open. In this way, I believe despite the story’s elements of sexual
violence, Red Riding Hood responds creatively to it to open a new page of life.
Like Psyche, her curiosity and her acts of rebellion and disobedience also
catalyze the plot seemingly harmfully (as she faces the dangerous Werewolf and
the group of wolves that howl outside Grandma’s house) first, only to win
triumphantly at last. She makes use of the Werewolf’s beastliness as a license to
achieve her quest for freedom and liberation from the restrictions imposed on
her by human society. To understand this better, one would need to understand
the symbolism embodied by the Werewolf.
From her encounter with the Werewolf in Carter’s “The Company of
Wolves”, Red Riding Hood embarks on her journey to the wild and violent.
Instead of learning a lesson about how to be an obedient daughter who is aware
of the danger of man, as taught by Perrault or the Grimms, the heroine is
learning to embrace the unknown and the wild and this gives her a new life out
of the boring village she was born in, in Carter’s version. The love between Red
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Riding Hood and the Werewolf is passionate and at the same time illicit for
although he is a monster, she loves him as he is. To her, his beastliness is his
charm. It is because that he is the Werewolf in the forest and not simply a man
in the village, he stands as a strange adventure that Red Riding Hood has always
yearned for. And it is also because that he is a werewolf, it is only in his animal
form and nature that Red Riding Hood finds the license to let go of her desires
for if he is not a Werewolf but simply a strange man, Red Riding Hood cannot
just lay with him. In fact, the heroine likes adventures and is curious so much
that she “insists she will go off through the wood” (Bloody Chamber, 145) even
when “It is the worst time in all the year for wolves” (145). With her thirst for
adventures, she finds in her encounter with the Werewolf all the excitement she
seeks for he represents and gives her unconventional new things that she is not
exposed to find in human society. First, the Wolf is a handsome, young, “fine
fellow” (Carter, Bloody Chamber, 146) that she has never seen before, “not
among the rustic clowns of her native village” (146). Second, seeing what the
Wolf displays to her, she sees for the first time in her life a compass, a device
that can tell directions. With this new discovery, she realizes that it is not as
dangerous as she thought to wander in the woods for with a compass, she needs
not be lost in the forest even if she strays from the familiar path (147). Third,
the Wolf invites the heroine to kiss him, which she agrees while blushing. Again,
all because she meets the Wolf, she discovers the pleasure of kissing a man for it
was an experience she has never had (147).Then, even though thrilled, she is
excited to accept the Werewolf’s offer of intimacy and sex in bed, which again is
an experience she has never had. Her excitement in the face of the Wolf’s
invitation to sex can be seen as:
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she closed the window on the wolves’ threnody and took off her
shawl…and now off came her skirt, her woolen stockings, her shoes, and
on to the fire they went, too, and were gone for good…she ripped off his
shirt for him and flung it into the fire…the flames danced like dead
souls…but she did not pay them any heed (150-151)
All these new excitements come from the Werewolf for he is a monster, a
powerful threat but also the source of her fantasy of the unknown wild and
embodiment of erotic.

3. Repressive Hypothesis and Liberation Loop
It seems that Red Riding Hood does not always stand in the need of
radical feminists’ or second-wave feminists’ offer for liberation as this example
of “The Company of Wolves” recasts sexual violence as a fantasy that she can
enjoy. In Carter’s story, Red Riding Hood enjoys the union with the Wolf so
much that she even chooses to become a beast at the end. This reading calls into
question radical feminists debates of pornography and adds some nuance to the
interpretation of Red Riding Hood as solely a tale about. In Carter’s story, their
subject does not need their help for liberation; Red Riding Hood is liberated
through her metamorphosis into a beast and through her ‘sweet and sound’
reunion with the Werewolf.
I argue that not only is radical feminist’s liberation offer unnecessary in
this case, it runs into what I argue as a liberation-loop by reinforcing a
“repressive hypothesis” (Foucault, History of Sexuality Vol. 1, 10-12, 15-74). To
illustrate this, I should briefly introduce what Foucault meant by “repressive
hypothesis” (Foucault, History of Sexuality Vol. 1, 10-12, 15-74). Foucault used
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the idea of repressive hypothesis to describe the sexual repression we feel. Such
a repressive hypothesis consists of three doubts:
Is sexual repression truly an established historical fact; Do the
workings of power…really belong primarily to the category of
repression; Did the critical discourse that addresses itself to
repression come to act as a roadblock to a power mechanism that
had operated unchallenged up to that point, or is it not in fact
part of the same historical network as the thing it denounces
(and doubtless misrepresents) by calling it ‘repression’? (History
of Sexuality Vol. 1, 10)
I would like to draw special attention to the last doubt that Foucault raised as it
resonates well with my argument about the ‘liberation-loop’. As shown in the
above analysis in this chapter, feminists have been trying to understand the
nature of liberation and have attempted to achieve it to free women from their
oppression. While Susan Brownmiller, Anne Sharpe and Naomi Wolf read the
Red Riding Hood tale as one about rape that essentially exploits women, Angela
Carter in her Bloody Chamber says that embracing and celebrating sexuality is
the hope of women to liberating herself from social confinement. With all these
theories of liberation, instead of witnessing a step closer towards liberation of
women, however, I observe a liberation loop these feminists run into. After
showing the oppressive patriarchal discourses existing in the tale, in order for
anti-rape and anti-pornography feminists to overthrow such the patriarchal
system, they would need to invent a new, better discourse that replaces the
problematic one. And this always runs the risks of becoming new limitations
itself. So, just as Foucault points out in his third doubt in the repressive
hypothesis, I also ask whether the work done by feminists to empower women
by either celebrating sexual freedom or by banning the sex industry, only ends
up being “part of the historical network as the thing it denounces” (Foucault,
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History of Sexuality, Vol. 1, 10). I believe, by admitting that certain parts of our
lives as women—be it rape fantasy or consumption of pornography, as
repressive, propositions to women’s liberation advocated by anti-rape and antipornography feminists such as Andrea Dworkin and Catherine MacKinnon’s
attempts to ban pornography once and for all—reinforce the repressive
hypothesis Foucault mentioned in his History of Sexuality, Volume One. By that I
mean these propositions become what they try to decompose by first agreeing
with the assumption of a repression in these parts of women’s lives.
Red Riding Hood’s sexual encounter with the Werewolf is transformed
from a rape to an active engagement in the scene so that what some radical
feminists see as a difference to their ideal sex acts, which bear no resemblance
to rape or forcefulness, is questioned. In their reading, the Werewolf is a rapist
and Red Riding Hood is his prey who only helplessly and reluctantly succumbs
to his offer for sex and if she does not comply, she risks her life, read the radical
feminists. Hence, Carter’s attempt to sexualize the story as well as the heroine,
according to second-wave or radical feminists, can be considered to be like
pornography which features a fantastical ‘rape’ scene, which does not liberate
women, but instead, puts women as food that satisfies men’s sexual appetite.
However, in my reading of Carter’s story, I claim that the radical feminist
reading runs the risk of creating a new Other: women’s fantasy of sexual
violence is now the new difference that ought to be disappeared and denied for
its absurdity for as Brownmiller says, ““do we crave humiliation, degradation
and violation of our bodily integrity? Do we psychologically need to be seized,
taken, ravished and ravaged?” (347). This discouragement of women’s
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engagement with their consensual desire seems to go against feminism as
feminism should be about empowering women. Foucault says: “In order to
liberate difference, we need a thought without contradiction, without dialectic,
without negation: a thought that says yes to divergence…We must think
problematically rather than question and answer dialectically” (“Theatrum
Philosophicum”, 890-891). Yet, radical or second-wave feminist debate policing
of the potential for, beastly love that exists in women seems limiting. Instead of
allowing what they deem as ‘problems’ to exist, they seek to eradicate it, to
render it absurd and to punish it by proposing their new ideals. Women should
be nobody’s meat of course, but they should not enjoy or even possesses the
fantasy of sexual violence, as if at the same time, providing and shaping a new
identity of ideal woman who is void of any sexual fantasy and engagement they
deem as inappropriate. Yet, is there such an identity of ‘women’ that is universal
and stable, as it is assumed by the radical and second-wave feminists? Foucault
undermines the notion that there is a stable identity, an entity that needs
liberation. In my understanding of what Foucault said in his Archaeology of
Knowledge, identity is not fixed but a discourse mediated by human interactions
with other people and powers. A weakness in the second-wave or radical
feminist notion that there is an entity called ‘women’ that needs liberation, I
think, actually reinforces the repressive hypothesis. This problem has since
been addressed by the inclusion of multiculturalism in feminism but Carter’s
story points this out as a problem. As such a notion treating women as their
subjects of care who need special attention and acceptance of the second-wave
feminist ideals in order to be liberated, is based on a narrow reading of women
as victims even in their fantasy of sexual violence. I believe that instead of
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discouraging differences and attempting to propose a perfect solution to
problems, we should simply embrace the differences that may be seen as
‘problems’ to allow multiplicity of voices defining what is oppression and
liberation. This is necessary as it is only in the tension between different
discourses, each pointing out the limitations of others, where we identify the
conditions of possibility of liberation.
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Chapter Three
Postfeminism and Red Riding Hood

While second-wave and radical feminists work hard to deconstruct
patriarchal discourses objectifying and oppressing women with
misrepresentations in popular culture, postfeminists claim that feminism has
collapsed, is outdated or even unnecessary. Postfeminism, sometimes referred
to as third-wave feminism, is a term that came into general popular use in the
nineteen-eighties. A seminal article appeared in 198216 (Susan Bolotin, “Voices
from the Post-Feminist Generation”, New York Times Magazine, October 17) to
describe the postfeminist generation as “a retreat from” (Bolotin, 1) and
“resistance to” (2) feminism which holds feminists as “the anomalies of a radical
decade” (1). Active discussion continues in academia about the meaning of
‘postfeminism’. On one hand, some scholars are skeptical about postfeminism.
Vicki Coppock, Deena Haydon, and Ingrid Richter suggested that although
postfeminism lacks a clear definition, it is possibly part of a larger resistance
against the ideals of feminism (3). Diane Negra shares this notion of
postfeminism as she defines postfeminism as a backlash against feminism
caricaturing, distorting and (often willfully) misunderstanding
the political and social goals of feminism…trad[ing] on a notion of
feminism as rigid, serious, anti-sex and romance, difficult and
extremist (2).

A link to the article is provided here:
http://www.nytimes.com/1982/10/17/magazine/voices-from-the-post-feministgeneration.html
16
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More than interpreting postfeminism as an unwelcoming attitude towards
feminist politics, Kellie Bean, describes postfeminism as one of those
“shallow”(5) approaches to women’s politics that “call for women to embrace
domesticity, sexual display, the production of children, marriage, fashion and/
or sex work as empowering and definitive of feminist politics” (5-6). On the
other hand, others such as Jen Roesch, Stéphanie Genz and Benjamin Brabon
remain open about whether postfeminism is a rise of a new wave of feminism
which includes a more liberal attitude towards women’s liberation that
celebrates women’s agency and self-determination. According to Roesch, the
postfeminist perspective holds that as long as a woman’s action is grounded as
her own choice, she or her choice should not be criticized: “post-feminists argue
that women’s oppression is a thing of the past and now the battle is one of
individual choice and fulfillment” (Roesch, n.p.). This idea is also shared by
Genz and Brabon who wrote that, “postfeminism…embrac[es] femininity and
sexuality as an expression of female agency and self-determination” (Genz &
Brabon, 12, my emphasis).
In recent years, Hollywood filmmakers have invested in an increasing
number of fairy-tale movies that seem to echo with the emerging postfeminist
‘choice’ discourse. In 2011, Red Riding Hood, directed by Catherine Hardwicke
who also directed the Twilight movie (2008), was released in response to the
contemporary teenage passion for dark romances between girls and
romanticized monsters such as vampires and werewolves. In 2012, two Snow
White films, Snow White and the Huntsman, directed by Rupert Sanders, and
Mirror Mirror, directed by Tarsem Singh were released. This wave of fairy-tale
film adaptations did not stop as in the following year in 2013; Hansel and Gretel:
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Witch Hunters directed by Tommy Wirkola was also released as the updated
version of the famous fairytale popularized by the Grimms. As a scholar
specialized in children’s literature, I am intrigued by the growing popularity of
fairy-tale revision films as it signifies the fairy-tale genre, although often
dismissed as ‘just stories for children’, is still deeply influential and popular.
This revival of fairy-tale films, where ‘strong’ female characters seem to lead the
action as symbolic of the liberation of women from patriarchal oppression, is
especially interesting to me. However, for the sake of this thesis I focus my
analysis on the 2011 Red Riding Hood film.
Agreeing with Rosalind Gill’s definition of postfeminism as a “sensibility”
(“Postfeminist Media Culture”, 148) that promotes the notion that
femininity is a bodily property; the shift from objectification to
subjectification…a focus upon individualism, choice and
empowerment…a resurgence in ideas of natural sexual difference;
a marked sexualized culture, and an emphasis upon consumerism
and commodification of difference (149, my emphasis),
these new then films fit well with the postfeminist culture. By featuring
traditionally weak heroines and seemingly empowering them with new choices
to embrace the idea of natural sexual difference and returning home, these films
participate in postfeminist emphatic celebrations of women’s freedom in choice
making. To illustrate what this ‘choice’ discourse implies, I will now briefly
introduce some postfeminist ideas. Postfeminist scholars including Jennifer
Baumgardner and Amy Richards, Katie Roiphe, Rene Denfeld and Christina
Sommers, believe that some elements of (second-wave and radical) feminism
are burdening women with extremist ideals that only end up forming another
repressive discourse which confines women in a victim status. These critics of
feminism believe that in order to liberate women, we need to stop assuming
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women as the oppressed and helpless subject of feminist care. And to rise from
that victim status postfeminists claim second-wave and radical feminists have
shaped women into, having choices is essential. In her 1993 article in The New
York Times, Katie Roiphe, notable postfeminist, claimed:
If we assume that women are not all helpless and naïve, then they
should be held responsible for their choice to drink or take drugs.
If a woman’s “judgement is impaired” and she has sex, it isn’t
necessarily always the man’s fault; it isn’t necessarily always rape
(“Date Rape’s Other Victim”, June 13, Roiphe, n.p., my emphasis).
Roiphe’s view implies that women should then be held responsible as much as
men for their misfortune if they agree to take in men’s offer of drinks or drugs.
It is clear in Roiphe’s view that she assumes the availability of choices, women’s
ability and freedom to make choices. Rene Denfeld shares Roiphe’s rejection of
the assumption of women as victims, which postfeminists claim are the roots of
feminism: “Rather than strong and self-reliant, today’s feminists would portray
women as weak and oppressed” (Denfeld, 61). Christina Sommers shared
Roiphe’s view of the delimiting nature of second-wave and radical feminism, or
what she called “gender feminism” (Sommers, 96). In her controversial book
Who Stole Feminism?, she reviewed that while religious dogma has been
rejected by feminists for limiting women in “gendered families” (Sommers, 261),
“gender feminism is…more like a religious undertaking than an intellectual one”
(Sommers, 96) for feminists “[interpret] all data as confirming the theory of
patriarchal oppression” (Sommers, 261) after failing to respect women’s
choices to submit themselves to their families and religious practices. While
Roiphe and Denfeld reject the victimhood assumption and Sommers treasures
respect for women’s choices even if these choices entail submission to men,
Baumgardner and Richards urge women to reclaim their bodily femininity or
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what they call ‘girliness’: “Girlie says we’re not broken, that our desires aren’t
simply booby traps set by the patriarchy” (Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism
and the Future, 136). This embrace of girliness, according to Baumgardner and
Richards, stands for a woman’s choice to reclaim bodily femininity, which was
what second-wave and radical feminists have denied. Moreover, this choice to
be ‘girly’ again, according to Baumgardner and Richards, should signify an
empowering experience rather than a regression to patriarchy since it rejects
the assumption of women being victimized by men.
In the second section of this chapter, I discuss the choices of Valerie, the
heroine in the 2011 Red Riding Hood film to return home and embrace
patriarchal traditions. I argue that the film resonates with the postfeminist
discourse by featuring all of Valerie’s choices, regardless of the implications of
these choices, as an embodiment of women’s self-determination. However,
second-wave feminists, such as Christy Williams, criticize women’s acceptance
of such choices to return home or embrace patriarchal traditions as an
extension of rather than a departure from patriarchal discourses. Williams’
challenge of the postfeminist ‘choice’ discourse seems to go with how secondwave and radical feminists criticize postfeminism in general. As discussed in
details below, second-wave feminists such as Rosalind Gill, Imelda Whelehan
and Angela McRobbie believe that such a ‘choice’ discourse in postfeminism is
disputable, as being able to make choices does not necessarily mean that
women therefore cease to be oppressed.
However, must women’s choices to submit themselves to traditional family
values and roles be oppressive? Must women’s choices to embrace beauty
standards perhaps predominantly defined by men, represent a regression, as
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some second-wave feminists believe? Are women over-burdened having to deal
with the woman warrior image inherited from the second-wave freedom fighter,
or is having the right to make choices enough to claim that these heroines are
then ‘liberated’? For the sake of my thesis about Red Riding Hood, out of all the
recent Hollywood adaptations of fairy tales, I will focus on the 2011 Red Riding
Hood film, to examine whether the new Red Riding Hood film’s portrayal of
Valerie’s choice making really is empowering and liberating. In my examination
of this movie in this chapter, I argue that while I appreciate postfeminists’
interest in reassuring women’s rights to make choices, accepting and
celebrating all of the heroine’s choices as an expression of autonomy and
therefore a liberating experience can be problematic. I believe that neither the
second-wave feminist nor the postfeminist approach is perfect as they only run
into what I call a ‘liberation loop’ in their attempts to overcome each other.
In the first section of this chapter, I explore how the traditionally
powerless character of Red Riding Hood takes on new roles in Red Riding
Hood—the 2011 film directed by Catherine Hardwicke. The film not only
sexualizes the heroine but also allows her to choose to return to patriarchal
traditions in order to achieve her goals. In the second section, I discuss how the
heroine in the film is an embodiment of the postfeminist ideal of ‘having it all’.
In this section, I explore how the new postfeminist ‘choice’ discourse is
questionable. In the third section, I explain that neither the second-wave or
postfeminist approach is perfect. I believe that instead of keeping on seeking for
a singular perfect solution to the problems women face, we should allow
multiplicity of understandings when we come to define what is oppressive and
what is not.
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1. A ‘Stronger’ Red Riding Hood and Her Choices
In this section, I will offer an analysis of Red Riding Hood, a film directed
by Catherine Hardwick, starring Amanda Seyfried as Valerie, the character of
Red Riding Hood; Gary Oldman as Father Solomon; Shiloh Fernandez as Peter
and Max Irons as Henry. Already we can see that the film expands the cast of
characters originally conceived by Perrault and the Grimms’ Brothers. However,
with the embedded postfeminist perspective praising a woman’s ability to
choose, even if she chooses patriarchy, does the film offer a departure from or
extension of patriarchal oppression over women? In the following, I show how
the film only makes the weak and passive heroine from the male-authored and
canonical versions of the tale appear stronger.
I should begin with a synopsis of the story here. The new Red Riding
Hood in the film, given the name Valerie, is a sexualized woman, choosing
between two lovers: Peter, a woodcutter, and Henry, her mother’s choice as well
as a wealthy local blacksmith. At the village where the story takes place, a
werewolf has been stalking for generations. Villagers have offered monthly
sacrifices of livestock to the beast in exchange for peace that is soon disrupted.
Soon after the film starts, Valerie’s older sister—Lucie, a secret admirer of
Henry, is killed by the werewolf when Peter and Valerie are about to run away
after Valerie has been betrothed Henry by her parents. Angered by the beast’s
cruelty, male villagers lead a team to hunt the beast down but they end up
causing the death of another villager, Adrian. A travelling witch-hunter, Father
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Solomon then arrives at the village to suggest a frightening possibility that the
werewolf can actually be anyone already living in the village. In the middle of
the film, during a celebration for the successful hunting (villagers thought) of
the rampaging werewolf, the real Wolf arrives and kills several people.
Cornering Valerie and Roxanne, her friend, in the church, the Wolf talks to
Valerie and asks her to come away with it. Surprised and puzzled that she alone
is able to understand the Wolf, Valerie refuses the invitation. Because of her
ability to communicate with the werewolf, Father Solomon puts Valerie on trial
as a witch. Later, she is forced to wear a metal mask for public humiliation while
being offered as bait for the Wolf at night. Although the film offers hints that
Grandma, Peter, and Henry might be the Wolf, at the end, surprisingly, Cesaire—
Valerie’s father turns out to be the cursed beast. He killed Lucie and Adrian as
revenge for his wife’s betrayal years ago when she had an affair with Adrian and
had his child Lucie. As a werewolf, Cesaire is able to pass the curse to his firstborn child, whom he discovers to be Valerie, as it was she, not Lucie, who could
understand him. Just when Valerie is about to be bitten by Cesaire, she is saved
by Peter who then is accidentally bitten and turned into a werewolf by Cesaire.
The struggle between the three resolves with Cesaire killed by Valerie and Peter,
with the help of Father Solomon’s silver-tipped fingernails. Realizing that now
he has become a beast, Peter leaves Valerie and the village to find out how he
can control his power. After Peter has left, Valerie lives alone in the woods. At
the end of the film, Peter comes back for Valerie and several years later, she has
become Peter’s wife and a mother of their child.
Valerie does not get her power through guns or other killing equipment
like other heroines in the other recent fairy-tale films such as Snow White and
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the Huntsman and Hansel and Gretel: Witch Hunters17. Yet, she is, nonetheless, a
potent character who is rebellious and brave. Despite being in Daggerthorn, a
village set in an alternate reality with strict religious rules, arranged marriages
and a conservative family, she is rebellious and brave. This can be seen as in her
clothes, she wears a red hood given to her by her grandmother. Then in her
actions, she is brave enough to adventure into the woods where beasts lurk. In
addition, she sees adventures in the wood as a way of escape from the boring
and constrained life in the village where she is often forced to comply with the
villagers’ rules and her mother’s teachings. As a child adventuring in the woods,
she once killed an animal as the outcome to a hunting game. Although her
mother often tells her to be obedient in order to be good, in her internal
monologue that happens soon after the scene showing her as a little girl at the
start of the film, she confesses to the audience, “believe me, I tried” (Red Riding
Hood), implying that she has been rebellious since she was a child.
Valerie is also a woman empowered by her heterosexual desirability
because she knows how to make her bodily femininity work for her benefits. In
order to portray beauty and physical attractiveness as Valerie’s main source of
power, the film sexualizes her. This is clear as Valerie has irresistible beauty and
often asks to experiment with her sexuality with the men she loves. She
expresses and declares her love for Peter despite being betrothed to Henry. She
kisses Peter passionately, dances with him erotically and rolls with him while
cuddling in the hay, preparing to have sex with him. This sexual assertion of
Valerie as an empowerment accommodates well with how Sarah Gamble
In Snow White and the Huntsman, Snow White carries a sword, wears armour and
leads an army of men to defeat the evil Queen. In Hansel and Gretel: Witch Hunters,
Gretel is armed with an automatic crossbow, arrows, revolvers and other weapons.
17
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describes postfeminism as a: “refusal of any definition of women as victim who
are unable to control their own lives” (44). As a young woman who actively
seeks pleasure in sex, she does not fall into a victim category as she exerts
control over with whom she wants to flirt and how. The character Valerie also
resonates with what second-wave feminist Angela McRobbie describes as a
“phallic girl” (“Top Girls”, 732), someone who is:
granted a prominence as a pleasure-seeking subject in possession
of a healthy sexual appetite and identity…overturn[s] the old
sexual double standard and emulate the assertive and hedonistic
styles of sexuality associated with young men (732)
Valerie in the film embodies these postfeminist images for women because she
is now a young woman who is seemingly as powerful as the young men in her
village in seeking her own pleasures in sex.
Given her bodily femininity and heterosexual desirability, she learns not
only to enjoy her indulgence in the erotic but also to make use of her charms as
a way to gain help from men who would work for her benefits. In the film,
Valerie, depicted as a highly desirable young woman, attracts Henry, her
betrothed, and Peter, her lover who both would sacrifice themselves to save her.
After the short trial, villagers accuse Valerie of being a witch, and after her
conviction, offer her as bait for the Wolf. While Valerie only waits passively,
chained, having already given up and blaming herself for having “something
dark inside” (Red Riding Hood), Henry and Peter both take actions to rescue her.
Peter sets fire to the village to cause a distraction, allowing Henry to step in and
rescue Valarie. However, Peter is captured by Father Solomon who locks him up
in a torture chamber and Henry is injured in his attempt to protect the
sacrificial Valerie from the werewolf attack. Then, after the Wolf has returned to
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the woods waiting for Valerie to come to him, Valerie kisses Henry on his neck,
asking him to “please be careful” (Red Riding Hood) before sending him off on
his hunt the werewolf for her benefits.
Apart from being rebellious and using bodily femininity for her own
benefits, Valerie is also analytical. This is clear as right after Father Solomon
indicates that the werewolf is living in the village, she constantly analyzes every
suspect. Realizing that Grandma lives alone in a cottage in the woods, which is
where werewolves lurk, she suspects Grandma of being the killer. Valerie’s
suspicion is clear as she sublimates this in her dreams, where she goes through
the dramatic and familiar Red Riding Hood-Wolf dialogue with Grandma: “What
big eyes you have…What big ears you have…what big teeth you have” (Red
Riding Hood). She also confronts Henry and even her lover Peter when both ask
her to “come away” (Red Riding Hood), the same thing that the Wolf has asked
from her. When Valerie sees that Peter’s hand has been burnt when they are
outside Grandma’s house, she suspects that he might be the real Wolf as the
beast happens to have the same injury. Convinced that Peter must be the Wolf,
regardless of how much she loves Peter, without hesitation, Valerie pulls out a
knife and stabs him in self-defense. Throughout the story, Valerie suspects
everyone in order to keep herself safe. Once the signs of the werewolf appears,
no matter on whom they appear, she overcomes any kind of emotional bondage
and analyzes the situation with a critical eye by first assuming that the suspicion
is valid. In this portrayal, Valerie uses her analytical powers to work for herself.
One might expect with her rebellious attitude, bravery and analytical
mind, she should not be cornered easily. Yet, more than waiting in the dark and
chained after the trial as mentioned earlier, when Valerie confronts Cesaire,
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who reveals his identity as the Wolf, she shies away from defending herself and
chooses to wait for men’s help. Like the old Little Red Cap in the Grimms’
popular tale, upon discovering the Wolf’s true face in Grandma’s house, despite
being startled, she can only passively wait for the arrival of a kind-hearted man,
Peter in this film, so that he can save her. After Cesaire has killed Grandma after
she realizes that he is a werewolf, he turns to Valerie. He speaks in a low and
deep tone of the werewolf when he commands Valerie to “sit down” (Red Riding
Hood). Valerie can only comply by falling back on a chair. “Oh, Valerie! I’ve been
so disrespected…I have settled for far less than what I deserved… one bite, and
you will be like me…It’s a gift…we will be invincible,” (Red Riding Hood) Cesaire
invites Valerie to join him as a werewolf. Despite Valerie resisting Cesaire’s
approach, the fact that she has weapons, both a knife and Father Solomon’s
hand with silver fingernails, and that the film shows that she has been
courageous since she was a child, she chooses to wait in her position, wide-eyed,
for Peter’s arrival. When Peter comes onto the scene, Valerie is finally relieved.
They work together to kill Cesaire, slicing through his chest and stomach to put
stones inside his corpse before throwing it to the water. As she makes use of her
heterosexual desirability to draw help from Henry and Peter for her benefits so
that she can remain passive in danger and still be saved, it can be argued that
Valerie maintains some power in her embracement of gendered stereotypes of
femininity associated with patriarchal traditions.
Although it may be perplexing that Valerie, having the ability to defend
herself from dangers always chooses to depend on Peter and Henry, the film
nonetheless presents her passivity as a choice. This presentation of Valerie’s
actions as ‘choices’, is important for the film as it needs to be appealing to
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Western societies that celebrate liberalism. For this reason, the film also
portrays Valerie as an independent woman. After Cesaire has been killed,
Valerie makes a choice to live away from the village, alone, while Peter is on his
own lonely self-explorative journey to learn to curb his beastliness. In the film,
Valerie’s choice to leave the village and moves to Grandma’s cottage in the
forest alone is presented as an enlightened departure from ignorance and fear:
Daggerthorn fell back into its old rhythms…The Village still lived in
fear. It was the only life they knew. I could no longer live there. I
felt more freedom living in the shadows of the forest. To live alone
carries its own dangers…but of those, I feel less afraid (Red Riding
Hood).
As the only one who knows the truth about who the Wolf is and that it is dead, it
is not difficult to understand why Valerie feels frustrated having to cope with
the old and unnecessary fear in Daggerthorn. It is evident that Valerie sees all
the fear in the village as monotonous ignorance, an “old rhythm” that is the
“only life” villagers know. Therefore, as a ‘cool’ and intelligent woman who is
not ‘boring’, Valerie decides to detach herself from the ignorant society who
knows nothing other than fear.
At the end of the movie, although she is a wife and a mother, something
that would be criticized by most second-wave or radical feminists as they
perceive marriage and family as oppressive systems that exist to perpetuate the
‘sex-role system’, she seems to ‘have it all’: she is beautiful, young, sexy,
adventurous, safe and nonetheless ‘free’ from the victim status normally
associated with the character of Red Riding Hood. She rises up against her
parents’ arranged marriage, seeks pleasure in adventures and experiments with
her sexuality and wins Peter. Moreover, she gets all these things she wants
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without having to pay the price that other Red Riding Hoods of the past namely
being devoured and raped as a punishment, as discussed in chapter one of this
thesis.
It seems that in 2011, Red Riding Hood has already undergone a
metamorphosis that transforms her from that innocent and gullible girl to a
smart, brave and independent young woman who is capable of protecting and
taking care of herself, yet, her success is also built upon her choice to return to
patriarchal traditions. In the film, not only has Valerie chosen to take on the
traditional roles for women as a wife and mother, she also has chosen to stay
passive. Although in the film’s ending, Valerie reunites with Peter, her love, who
takes on the werewolf curse from Cesaire, she has made her choice and
exercised her self-determination and agency. Although the film depicts Valerie
holding her baby waiting for Peter, a new werewolf who may just end up being
the same oppressive patriarchal figure like Cesaire, it appears to be a rather
‘liberating’ story that ends with a new page of life opened with the heroine
choosing a new adventure by returning to patriarchal traditions of being a wife
and a mother. However, are the choices made by Valerie—to stay passive while
relying on her beauty, live with Peter and give birth to their baby—really as
‘liberating’ as they seem in the film? In other words, does having all these
choices mean that she is then liberated from patriarchal restrictions? I will
discuss this in section two of this chapter.
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2. Postfeminist ‘Choice’ Politics and Regression to Patriarchy
The new film represents a postfeminist perspective that women are now
the privileged subjects who have luminous potential to ‘just do it’ and ‘have it
all’. Such an optimist attitude of postfeminism can be exemplified by what Rene
Denfeld said in her book The New Victorians: A Young Woman’s Challenge to the
Old Feminist Order:
We are the first generation to grow up expecting equal
opportunity and equal education, as well as the freedom to
express our sexuality. We are the first to assume what feminists
had to force society to accept against its deeply ingrained prejudice:
that we are the equals of any man...women of my generation
believe in the right to choose (Denfeld, 1-2, my emphasis).
3. On top of Denfeld’s anticipation of women’s situation in a postfeminist
view, I would like to clarify what I mean by ‘having it all’. By ‘having it
all’, I refer to the notion that women are capable of having and handling
multiple obligations, such as work, keeping ‘fit’, being a wife, daughter,
and (or) a mother. And as Valerie seems to have got what she wants: she
is now the one who enjoys sexuality and adventures like the “phallic girl”
(McRobbie, Top Girls, 732), she seems to just ‘have it all’.
The film conveys a postfeminist message that being brave, smart and
beautiful, then a woman’s choice to remain dependent on men and the
preference for family life as a wife and mother needs not be understood as
oppression as some second-wave feminists like Betty Friedan18 may argue for.
This celebration of individual ‘choices’ present in the film means that Valerie’s
preference to submit to a family system as a wife and mother should not be

In her influential book The Feminist Mystique which was seen as many as a
milestone book for second-wave feminism, Betty Friedan urged women to
dismiss the ‘happy housewife’ myth.
18
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criticized as anyone’s, including feminists’ criticism would be an “illiberal”
(Sommers, 258) denial of “people’s preferences” (258), when “respect for
people’s preferences is generally thought to be fundamental for democracy”
(258). Indeed, according to postfeminists, Valerie might just well be one of those
women living in harmony with their new life in what Sommers has called
“gendered families” (Sommers, 261) enjoying the benefits of a thriving family
and strong marriages. To postfeminists, it is not women’s choice to return to
traditional femininity that is causing problems but second-wave feminists’
denial of women’s rights to choose and practice their preferred lifestyle.
According to the postfeminist perspective, feminist criticisms of women’s
choices cause an unnecessary and outdated restriction on women.
However, the ‘choice’ discourse in postfeminism is problematic as being
able to make choices does not necessarily mean that women therefore cease to
be oppressed. In Rosalind Gill’s article, she pointed out that while some women
make their choices to wear headscarf or G-string, they may not be doing so “in
conditions of their own making” (72), meaning that these women’s choices may
be “made in a context in which a particular kind of…self-presentation has
become a normative requirement” (72). In other words, it means that even
though a woman can choose, the options available to her as well as the
implications of her choices may really be limited by the dominant discourse,
which could mean the patriarchal discourse or the new postfeminist ideal of
women ‘having it all’. On one hand, I agree with postfeminists that women’s
choices should be respected. Yet, on the other hand, I suspect that in the 2011
Red Riding Hood, oppressive values perhaps still prevail, but in a less apparent
way, to delimit women from living freely as equals to men. Although the movie
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shows the heroines as ‘empowered’, as discussed in section one of this chapter,
she seems to be bearing an ideal image of women who ‘have it all’. By that I
mean these films promote a postfeminist ideal about women having to make too
many choices in order to appear successful.
While it seems acceptable to claim that Valerie’s preference to return
home is simply an exercise of her self-determination, it seems undeniably
controversial when we consider the second-wave feminist campaign to
deconstruct male-dominated discourse. Lois McNay in her book Foucault and
Feminism: Power, Gender and the Self discussed the “reprivatization” (106) of
feminist or gender issues that are political in postfeminism. McNay’s discovery
of such “reprivatization” (106) of gender issues in a postfeminist culture echoes
with what Rosalind Gill has observed: “every aspect of life is refracted through
the idea of personal choice and self-determination” (“Postfeminist Media
Culture”, 153). Considering both McNay’s and Gill’s observations, while I would
love to adopt the same optimist attitude of postfeminism that sees women are
now fully autonomous agents and credits every choice women make as a
liberating experience, I acknowledge second-wave feminists’ critique of how
such “reprivatization” (McNay, 106) of feminist issues colludes with patriarchy.
The postfeminist view which holds that women are now “autonomous agents no
longer constrained by any inequalities or power imbalances whatsoever” (Gill,
Postfeminist Media Culture, 153) is limited as it fails to realize that the choices
women make may be influenced by “the dominant cultural discourses and
relational contexts in which meanings are produced” (Ringrose, 60). If we
consider the relational contexts where Valerie makes her choices, it is possible
that at least several of her choices are not free and do not reflect her autonomy.
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Firstly, in the film, although Valerie seems to have the right to choose if she
wants to “come away” (Red Riding Hood) with the Wolf and become another
werewolf, this choice is not really a free choice. This can be seen as the Wolf
always approaches her, looks at her with its piercing glares, and threatens her
that if she resists, “then the streets will run red with blood” (Red Riding Hood).
Secondly, her choice of leaving the village to live in the forest cottage can also be
a reluctant one as she is now named a ‘witch’ and therefore an outcast of the
village, who can no longer be accepted in Daggerthorn. Thirdly, although she
loves Peter, whether she really willingly chooses to stay with Peter and give
birth to their baby remains ambiguous. This can be seen as when Peter decides
to leave Valerie to learn to control his beastly powers, a flashback in Valerie’s
mind is shown to the audience. In her mind, she sees herself running away with
Peter and having sex with him. Yet, she soon makes up her mind to stay behind
and watch Peter leave. This scene signifies that Valerie may have wisely chosen
to remain alone rather than run away with Peter who is now a beast. In the end,
when she leaves her forest cottage, Peter suddenly appears in his Wolf form and
the next scene shows them walking hand in hand and starting a new family with
a child. Although this can be read as a happy ending in which Valerie achieves
what she wants (Peter) and a new life away from the village, that she may have
reluctantly chosen to start a family with Peter under fear of his potential
violence as a beast, remains a possibility. Because Valerie has witnessed how
Cesaire resorts to violence to obtain what he wants, it should not come as a
surprise that she might be worried about Peter turning out to behave just like
Cesaire, the dead werewolf that gains power through violence by scratching
Suzette’s face, killing Lucie and Adrian, and forcing Valerie to accept his bite.
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Not only is the idea that making choices means empowerment
problematic, but also the choices Valerie makes. Although the film presents the
choices Valerie makes to achieve her success as the celebration of selfdetermination, Valerie’s choices can also be interpreted as the surrender to
patriarchal discourses that ought to be criticized in the view of feminists. This
potential promotion of patriarchal discourses can be seen in the film, as despite
the capabilities given to ‘empower’ Valerie, such as her analytical mind and a
rebellious attitude, she shows little fortitude and courage when she needs them
the most in her trial, public punishment and confrontation with Cesaire in his
werewolf form, as mentioned earlier. Since she constantly depends on other
dominant male characters such as Peter and Henry for their reassurance and
protection, it can be argued that the film, while seemingly celebrating the
heroine as an embodiment of postfeminist ideals of ‘having it all’ and women
‘choosing freely’, ironically supports female passivity which is one of the most
criticized gender stereotypes promoted by patriarchy. My criticism of how the
2011 Red Riding Hood promotes patriarchal gender stereotypes connects to
how Reni Eddo-Lodge criticizes Bella Swan in the Twilight saga and Carrie in Sex
and the City for willingly relinquishing and reinforcing an ideal-type of gendered
femininity. Similar to Bella Swan and Carrie, Valerie in the new Red Riding Hood
film is also presented as a symbol for young women, who, despite her new
capabilities, also relinquishes her skills at self-defense and life in Daggerthorn,
and reinforces traditional gender roles and femininity defined in the patriarchal
discourse. In Valerie’s choice to become a pariah of the village in order to live
with Peter, the new Wolf who returns to have a baby with her is problematic in
many ways. First of all, she has to sacrifice all the relationships she has had in
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Daggerthorn for she leaves her mother, Suzette, her friends and home. Secondly,
she has to live alone in solitude away from everybody just to wait for Peter who
is now the Wolf possessing immense physical powers that might turn him into
the same patriarchal oppressor exerting violence on her like Cesaire. What is
more? That Valerie is always waiting passively for Peter’s occasional visits (as
suggested by the cut scenes at the end of the film) is analogous to the princesses
trapped in towers who can only patiently wait for their princes to come.
Moreover, the fact that all of these sacrifices come with the choice Valerie makes
to “[deny] the father and a powerful birthright” (Hayton, 127) may also shed
light on how the film echoes with patriarchal discourse that discourages
women’s transgression. Although it might seem that Valerie finally ‘has it all’
with her choices, what actually happens may be similar to what Katha Pollitt
describes the postfeminist ‘choice discourse’:
women have learnt to describe everything they do, no matter
how apparently conformist, submissive, self-destructive or
humiliating, as a personal choice that cannot be criticized
because personal choice is what feminism is all about (182).
Instead of exercising her free will, it is possible that Valerie might just have
ignored what her choices could imply. The detachment from the village and
home only earns Valerie a passive place in which she can only patiently but
helplessly wait for the father of her child whom she has to raise on her own. In
other words, Valerie becomes submissive to Peter, conformist to the patriarchal
gender role for women as a wife and mother, and possibly self-destructive as
she chooses to live with a beast that can turn violent. By positing Valerie’s
choice to live with Peter, who bears the same curse as Cesaire, as a celebration
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of her new ‘free’ life away from social and religious strictures in Daggerthorn,
the film falls into the same criticism feminists have for postfeminism:
co-opting feminism’s language of choice and empowerment and
[sells] women an illusion of progress that ends with subjugating
and oppressing them even further and on more unconscious
levels” (Genz and Brabon, 15).
Applying Genz and Brabon’s criticism to my analysis of the film, Valerie is
deceived by her indulgence in fantasies of her patriarchal gender role as a wife
and mother. This can be seen as, despite the character’s feminist awareness to
analyze everyone for self-protection, she still willingly succumbs to passivity
and returns to the Wolf that she ought to escape from.
I argue that not only is Valerie deceived by her fantasies and indulgence
in gender roles as discussed above but also the audience. By portraying a
sexualized Valerie and featuring every sensational act she performs as an
exercise of self-determination and expression of individualism, the film easily
promotes retreatism and consumerism in the disguise of a ‘free choice’ and
hence leads the audience to the same deception of the heroine has. Yet, under
the influence of the film justifying and promoting an embracement of gendered
femininity as a new normative requirement for a ‘better’ way of living as a
woman as well as the support of liberalism, the space where audiences may
critically engage with what has been sold—the film as a product as well as the
choices and the ideologies imbued—may be reduced as such criticisms could be
inaccurately understood as a challenge to individualism and rights. And as much
as how everyone would like to avoid the accusation or possibility of threating
individuals’ rights to choose, such misunderstanding, I believe, discourages the
audience from criticizing the film.
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Taking into consideration what Angela McRobble wrote about
postfeminists’ promotion of “a new form of gender power which re-orchestrates
the heterosexual matrix in order to secure… the existence of patriarchal law and
masculine hegemony” (The Aftermath of Feminism, 64), I believe the new Red
Riding Hood movie is complicit with consumerism that perpetuates patriarchal
control over women. Adapting McRobbie’s ideas for my purposes, although the
film presents moments when the heroine seems to have attained the freedom,
as she appears to be a free subject making her own choices, the movie is in fact
also promoting a commercial culture that implicitly secures traditional gender
discourses. To illustrate how the film promotes consumerism in complicit with
the patriarchal gender discourses, I would like to quote what Joel Martin said
about postfeminist popular culture. According to Martin, postfeminist popular
culture features an “odd mix of initiative and passivity…[which] leads to a
troubling conclusion…women must be re-subordinated.” (Martin, n.p.). The
2011 film, which I argue advocates for postfeminist ideals, also features an “odd
mix of initiative and passivity” (Martin, n.p.) as even though given an analytical
mind and brave character, the heroine still remains passive in the face of
difficult situations, as discussed above. Such odd mixture of supposedly
empowering qualities and passivity of the heroine, in my opinion, promotes
what Diane Negra calls “a deep uncertainty about existing options for women
with an idealized essentialized femininity that symbolically evades or
transcends institutional and social problem spots” (18) in postfeminist culture.
Postfeminism, according to Negra, features “retreatism” (9) or home-coming as
the solution to women’s dilemmas and imbalanced life. And I believe with the
film’s positive portrayal of Valerie’s choice to embrace the role of a mother and
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wife at home, the same “retreatism” (Negra, 9) is also promoted as the ‘better’
choice. This, unfortunately reinforces the happy housewife myth Betty Friedan
analyzes in her book The Feminist Mystique as a part of patriarchal discourses
that confine women.
Applying all these ideas to my analysis, I believe the film producers of the
2011 Red Riding Hood, while making the choice to represent the heroine as a
slim, beautiful, young and sexualized woman played by Amanda Seyfried, are
creating the whole film package as a commodity or a product. I argue that while
female audiences buy the film tickets or Digital Video Discs to watch the film,
they are not just consuming the film itself but also the character and the choices
the heroine makes. Because the film features the heroine’ choices of returning to
patriarchal traditions positively, the female audience, especially young girls, will
also be led or encouraged to mimic these choices in their consumption of the
film as a whole. By going with the “reprivatization” (McNay, 106) of gender
issues that renders bigger, political issues ‘personal’, it is possible that the
filmmakers then successfully construct a new way to sell young women as a
profitable product, now bearing the image of the sexually autonomous who are
“up for it” (Gill, Postfeminist Media Culture, 151). In the film, it is evident that
Valerie (Amanda Seyfried) could not get her success without her beauty. In
other words, the film features through the character of Valerie that a woman
can gain power with her bodily femininity. However, trying to achieve striking
beauty and embracing gendered stereotypes of femininity can also mean the
promotion of male-dominant beauty standard which leads to a regression back
into the patriarchal discourse that encourages women to be self-disciplined and
to self-monitor in order to become the male’s objects of desire. Moreover, as
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McRobbie has pointed out, the consequence of women making these choices to
boost their heterosexual desirability in the name of embracing their bodily
femininity could mean that a woman is “compelled to be the kind of subject who
can make the right choices” (Aftermath of Feminism, 19) where “new lines and
demarcations are drawn between those subjects who are judged responsive to
the regime of personal responsibility, and those who fail miserably” (19). If we
apply McRobbie’s concerns to my analysis of the film, the “new lines and
demarcations” (19) drawn by the new film between women who are responsive
and not responsive are then whether women can achieve the beauty standard
and become the ‘feminine’ defined by the male-dominant society.
Although postfeminists like Katie Roiphe emphatically claim that they
reject second-wave feminist shaping of women as victims, yet, as Yvonne Tasker
and Diane Negra have pointed out “Having it all discourse implies that women
are lacking something that they need to go out and get” (252), meaning that
accepting the postfeminist ‘choice’ discourse in the film could then mean the
reinforcement of another repressive hypothesis which presumes that “women
are lacking” (Tasker and Negra, 252). Indeed, despite my agreement with
postfeminist criticism of how some perspectives within second-wave feminism
may have created women as ‘subjects of care’ or even victims, their ‘choice’
discourse that endorses the ideal of ‘having it all’ is problematic.

3. Liberation Loop
The 2011 Red Riding Hood tells us women’s choice to embrace their
traditional femininity or roles for women as lovers, wives, or mothers needs not
be seen as a regression back to the solely evil patriarchy discourse that
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perpetuates gender inequality. It also shows the audience that women can ‘have
it all’: enjoy life while embracing her role as a wife and mother, and all that
matters is their choice of whether to accept their roles or not. The film, with its
postfeminist perspective, promotes the postfeminist idea that family, marriage
and women’s endorsement of gendered stereotypes can actually be
empowering experience. This can be seen as Valerie embraces her ‘girliness’,
that is, the embracing of femininity that Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy
Richards call an empowerment in their book Manifesta: Young Women,
Feminism and the Future:
Girlie says we’re not broken, that our desires aren’t simply booby
traps set by the patriarchy. Girlie encompasses the tabooed
symbols of women’s feminine enculturation—Barbie dolls,
makeup, fashion magazines, high heels—and says using them isn’t
shorthand for ‘we’ve been duped’…we know how to make girl stuff
work for us…embracing the pink things stereotypical girlhood can
be a confident gesture…Young women are emphasizing our real
personal lives in contrast to what some feminist foremothers
anticipated their lives would—or—should—be: that the way to
equality was to reject Barbie and all forms of pink-packaged
femininity (Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism and the Future,
136-137, my emphasis).
As Valerie chooses to accept the roles of a wife and a mother, she reclaims her
femininity or the “tabooed symbols of women’s feminine enculturation”
(Baumgardner and Richards, Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism and the Future,
136) Baumgardner and Richards think have been denied by second-wave and
radical feminists. Valerie’s assent to accept and utilize her ‘girliness’—her
intersection with “pink things of stereotypical girlhood” (136) usually dismissed
by second-wave feminists—is presented as an empowering and liberating
gesture that signifies a rejection of the assumption that women are victimized.
Nevertheless, although I would love to see the heroine’s choice to return to her
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gendered identity as a woman without judgment, second-wave feminism judges
this as a regression to patriarchy as, as mentioned in section two of this chapter.
However, who is right?
I argue that neither the postfeminist of second-wave feminist approaches
(including the radical feminist ones) are perfect. As discussed earlier in this
chapter, the new film shows female audiences a heroine who is ‘empowered’ by
her analytical ability, beauty and liberal sexual attitude, as their role models. Yet,
as second-wave feminists have pointed out, the postfeminist discourse of
‘choice’ is problematic since women can be coerced into making their choices or
dominated by cultural disciplines when they make their choices. In fact, not only
are the conditions in which women make choices and the implications of such
choices potentially problematic, having too much choice can be problematic too.
Barry Schwartz has pointed out in his book The Paradox of Choice-Why More is
Less that having too much too choose from is often not as ‘liberating’ as it seems,
because:
more choice may not always mean more control…there comes a
point at which opportunities become so numerous that we feel
overwhelmed. Instead of feeling in control, we feel unable to cope.
Having the opportunity to choose is no blessing if we feel we do not
have the wherewithal to choose wisely…figuring out which choice to
make becomes a grave burden (104, my emphasis).
For our choices to be true expressions of our autonomy and self-determination,
Schwartz points that that more than having to possess “the wherewithal to
choose wisely” (Schwartz, 104), we also need the freedom to make those
choices: “choices have expressive functions [of our character and autonomy]
only to the extent that we can make them freely” (Schwartz, 101, my
interpretation). And what defines if we are free to choose, according to
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Schwartz with whom I agree with, should be if we are able to “exert control over
that situation” (103). The fact that the 2011 film presents the heroine having to
make a lot of different decisions: Valerie has to choose who she should marry,
whether to become a Werewolf, whether to run away with Peter, whether to
leave the village, and whether to become a mother merely indicates that the
heroine has a lot of decisions to make. Yet, whether these choices means an
expression of individualism and an exercise of self-determination depends on
whether she can make her choices freely. And as discussed previously, it is
possible that Valerie has had some of her choices coerced. All in all, whether the
many choices Valerie makes really signifies her autonomy remains debatable.
Although my analysis in sections one and two in this chapter shows that
the postfeminist politics of ‘choice’ is controversial, this does not necessarily
mean that such ‘choice’ discourse must then be detrimental to women’s
liberation. For example, although the positioning of Valerie as a “phallic girl”
(McRobbie, “Top Girls”, 732) may seem problematic, it can nonetheless draw
attention to the dilemma caused by the dominant values of sexual essentialism
faced by both men and women. Also, by depicting a sexually liberated and active
heroine, the film then exposes the fact that women may need as much sexual
pleasure as men and they can gain such pleasure by taking the initiative in
seeking sex just like men. This portrayal of Valerie as the initiator of
heterosexual romance or sexual relationships may pave the way for a more
egalitarian attitude towards the two sexes into accepting that both the male and
female deserve to take an active role in romance or sex, if they choose to.
In the film, it is presented as ‘liberation’ that Valerie chooses to become a
wife and mother. However, it is exactly this kind of ‘liberation’ that has vacated
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all dissent from these choices. Here, we are deposited again in what I call a
‘liberation loop’ where if we judge women’s choices to return to traditional
gender roles and therefore the most ‘oppressive’ and controversial roles for
women—wife and mother—and as the objects of desire, we risk being ‘antifeminist’ because feminism is all about enabling women to live in freedom and
liberation. Yet, if we do not judge, we are not being ‘good’ feminists as women
ought to be liberated from gender role restrictions and male-dominated
discourse that ‘dehumanize’ them as objects of desire. While second-wave
feminism deconstructs patriarchal discourse to liberate women from its
limitations, postfeminists argue that it is equally delimiting if women are not
allowed to choose to accept patriarchal gender roles. Although both are
interested in pursuing the liberation of women, neither offers approaches to
women’s liberation without problems. However, I believe that we should not
then conclude that because there is no perfect solution, liberation is then
impossible. However, I think if we can allow multiplicity when we come to
define what is oppressive and what is not, liberation is still possible.
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Conclusion
To end women’s oppression means identifying the source of oppression and
feminists have approached this ‘woman’s question’ in different ways. As different
causes of oppression have been defined in various ways, feminism develops into
multiple and sometimes conflicting branches. In the following, while I give a brief
overview of what these different theories imply on women’s liberation, I offer my
own critique of the limitations of these ideas. I realize that feminism has developed
into different branches and each has a distinct focus and its own characteristics. Yet,
since my paper focuses primarily on radical feminism and postfeminism, I should
elaborate in particular on these two approaches to women’s liberation. Although I
recognize the importance these theories pose to the study of women’s situation, I
believe my thesis show us that, the effect of reading Red Riding Hood criticism is

a universalizing of women’s problems that posits women as victims and men as
oppressors. The approaches to liberation that I see in Red Riding Hood criticism
runs into a liberation-loop that closes down rather than embraces a multiplicity of
voices that explain what ‘oppression’ means.
Chapter one of this thesis illustrates the cultural memory of Red Riding
Hood as a gullible victim that receives the right punishment for her transgression
while chapter two features how radical feminists approach to liberate the heroine,
and hence female readers, from patriarchal discourse. However, as discussed in
chapter two, I argue that the radical feminist approach to liberate women might be
a reinforcement of a repressive hypothesis that not only assumes women as victims
but also shapes them as the subject of feminist care. To support my argument, I
decided to include an overview of radical feminism and attempt to locate their
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implications on women’s liberation and its limitations. I realize radical feminism is
a broad collection of feminist critiques of the patriarchal system, however, I believe
the core of radical feminism lies in the discovery of patriarchal system as the source
of women’s oppression. This male-dominated discourse, as radical feminists argue,
infiltrates the legal, educational, employment-related policies or state control to
hamper individuals’, including women’s autonomy and self-fulfillment
opportunities. As one of the most famous radical feminists Andrea Dworkin noted,
women are objectified by men as they are “socially controlled and sexually used”
(Right-wing Women, 174) or “defined and used as a sex class” (182) by men(174178). Women are deprived of their expressions of individuality because they are
either reduced to an object of desire that performs a “sexual function” (Dworkin,
Right-wing Women, 80) for male’s pleasure or reproductive needs. In addition, Kate
Millett indicates that “unless the clinging to male supremacy as a birthright is
finally forgone” (25) then “all systems of oppression will continue to function
simply by virtue of their logical and emotional mandate in the primary human
situation” (25). To liberate women, according to radical feminists, then means the
uprooting gender systems in patriarchy, which objectify and subjugate women.
Indeed, radicals perceive the patriarchal system, which Rosemarie Tong
defines as “male control of the public and private worlds” of women (87), validating
men’s control over women as the culprit for women’s oppression. To bring
patriarchy’s exploitations of women to attention, radical feminists within the
second wave of feminism propose that “the personal is the political” (Nicholson, 66).
Following this slogan, radical feminists address that issues deemed as ‘personal’
such as family relations and birth control contribute to bigger, ‘political’ problems
of women’s subordination to men. Because radical feminists identify various social,
cultural and biological instruments of patriarchal objectification of women, they
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contribute much criticism on a wide range of topics from reproduction, sex
industries, media representations of women to sexuality and attempt different
ways to end gender inequality. To name a few, within the radicals, some see
biological inequalities such as motherhood as a source of women’s oppression:
“Unlike economical class, sex class sprang directly from a biological reality: men
and women…the natural reproductive difference between the sexes led directly
to…discrimination based on biological characteristics” (Firestone, 8-9). Others,
such as Catherine MacKinnon, as discussed previously in chapter two of this paper,
take representations of women in mass media and pornography as the promotion
and even the cause of men’s violence over women.

Although I am much inspired by the radicals’ critiques, I believe their
approaches form new limitations. First, radicals can be too assertive to assume
universal experience or essentialist notion of women as a victim and men as the
corrupt. According to Rene Denfeld, radical feminism promotes a “victim
mythology in which a singular female subject is created: woman as a helpless,
violated and oppressed victim…victim mythology reduces the complexity of
human interaction to grossly oversimplified mythical tales” (61). In the case of
the Red Riding Hood tale, such a presumption of women’s victimhood and
oppressed experience cause writers such as the Merseyside Liberation
Movement group (Audrey Ackroyd, Marge Ben-Tuvim, Catherine Meredith, and
Anne Neville), Susan Brownmiller, Naomi Wolf and Anne Sharpe to offer their
revisions to create versions of the heroine strong enough to resist patriarchal
oppression and sexual violence. However, as I have noted in chapter two, these
versions within the radical feminist approach ignores individuality and
banishes any possibilities in which a woman may feel empowered in fulfilling a
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role of their choice within what has been identified as an ‘exploitative’
instrument of patriarchy by the radicals, such as their engagement with sexual
submission or ‘rape fantasies’. In the case of the Red Riding Hood tale, while
Susan Brownmiller, Anne Sharpe, Naomi Wolf and the Merseyside Women
Liberation Group were sensitive enough to point out the sufferings of the
heroine facing off the Wolf, they might have based their rewritings of the
heroine on the assumption of her sexual vulnerability. This in turn, forms what
Denfeld called “victim mythology” (61). Second, some solutions to women’s
oppression suggested by radical feminists, such as banning pornography,
dismiss the validity of women’s consent, for example, to participate in the
production of pornography. The claim that women’s consent could be “fake”
(Tong, 106), I believe, invites a dilemma of viewing women as adults while
denying their ability to make consent. Dismissing the potential of women
gaining pleasure and possible empowering experience while presuming a
universal experience of women suffering patriarchal oppression, I conclude in
chapter two that some of radical feminists’ claims form a repressive hypothesis,
construct of the notion of women as an exploited class who needs to accept a
radical feminist model if they are to resist patriarchal control and be ‘liberated’.
Noticing these drawbacks of radical feminism, postfeminists attach
importance to women’s autonomy, agency and ‘choice’. Postfeminists believe
that as long as women choose, they express their autonomy and exercise their
self-determination. As mentioned in chapter three, postfeminists, for example
Christina Sommers, believe that every choice women make should mean an
opportunity to self-fulfillment attained and women’s choices should not be
criticized (258) because it could be considered anti-feminist to criticize their
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choices. Believing that the second wave feminism assumes a universal
experience of women suffering patriarchal oppression, postfeminists propose a
new model allowing and crediting women’s choice-making, regardless of what
these choices lead to. They believe that whether the consequence of the choice
made is negative or positive, they are a woman’s own responsibility. Moreover,
choice-making is an individual, private issue not always influenced by men or
patriarchal control. As a response to this postfeminist cheering for women’s
choice, the 2011 film Red Riding Hood I analyzed in chapter three was released.
As I have explored in the chapter, the strange mixture of Valerie’s seemingly
empowering traits, such as an analytical mind and bravery, coupled with what
was presented as the ‘free choice’ of the heroine makes it possible to interpret
the story as an embodiment of a retreat back to rather than departure from
patriarchal control. Discussed in chapter three of this thesis was how the choice
discourse of postfeminism is problematic in assuming women’s ability and
opportunity to make choices when the options available and the decisionmaking process are very much hampered by the patriarchal discourse. The film
points out postfeminists’ failure to see the pressing need to uproot the patriarchal
society that distorts social, cultural, and biological representations and perceptions
of women as the lesser gender. Moreover, Barry Schwartz also has pointed out

that having more choices does not guarantee easier expression of autonomy
(104).
Clearly, neither radical feminism nor postfeminism was successful in
their attempts to liberate women. And not only are they imperfect, as I have
discussed in the previous chapters, the search for the ‘correct’ solution to
women’s oppression also runs into a liberation loop in which second-wave
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feminism and postfeminism overcome each other in their competition for the
‘right’ approach or ‘truth’ of how a ‘proper woman’ should entail. I believe
allowing a multiplicity of voices regarding the definition of oppression and the
proposals of new approaches is more constructive in the attempt to attain
women’s liberation. I now illustrate how a multiplicity of voices is a goal to
strive for. To provide support for my argument for multiplicity, I find it crucial
to quote what Hélène Cixous has said about difference. To her belief, as well as
many postmodernists, attachment to singularity means falling into the trap of a
phallogocentric thought that is essentially male: “I am the unified, selfcontrolled center of the universe. The rest of the world, which I define as the
Other, has meaning only in relation to me, as a man/father, possessor of the
phallus” (Jones, 248). In response to this refusal to singularity, Cixous calls for
the women to seek difference and multiplicity instead of sticking to and getting
bound to singularity, which she identifies as male-oriented. Cixous’s dislike of
singularity is apparent:
Each body distributes in its own special way, without model or
norm, the nonfinite and changing totality of its desires. Decide for
yourself on your position in the arena of contradictions, where
pleasure and reality embrace. Bring the other to life. Women
know how to live detachment; giving birth is neither losing nor
increasing. It’s adding to life an other (“The Laugh of the Medusa”,
891).
In Cixous’ advice for women, she encourages individuals to “decide for yourself
on your position” (“The Laugh of the Medusa”, 891) in different areas of life and
advocates for multiplicity each individual designates to herself as opposed to a
singular approach which she interprets as phallocentric (“The Laugh of the
Medusa”, 892). My interpretation of her advice to women is that each individual
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woman should analyze, feel and decide for herself what she wants to achieve
and how to achieve what she wants. That means, even though what a woman
decides may be thought of as a ‘retreat’ to patriarchy as radical feminists may
claim if she decides to engage with submissive sex, or ‘presuming a victim status
of women’ if she joins the anti-pornography campaign, in a society that allows
multiplicity, her rights would remain without being deemed as being ‘wrong’.
Taking this idea to women’s liberation, I believe that then, regardless of how
different or tensional the definitions of women’s oppression and the approaches
to free women from such coercion may be, we should welcome their coexistence and refrain from attaching fully to one side. Taking this idea to
women’s liberation, I believe that then, regardless of how different or tensional
the definitions of women’s oppression and the approaches to free women from
such coercion may be, we should welcome their co-existence and refrain from
attaching fully to one side.
To explain how the coexistence of different, even opposing theories
regarding gender equality helps identify new grounds of resistance to
patriarchy, I should the concept of conditions of possibility first raised by
Immanuel Kant. Taking the concept as the basis, I believe it is plausible to say
that if one is to define liberation, there should be limitation and domination
because liberation is what limitation and domination are not. And despite
opposing theories of feminism and postfeminism reveal limitations in each
other’s approach, such tension actually is positive. I agree with Joan Cocks that,
then we are “indebted to limitations” (29) because “thought cannot occur unless
relatively persisting things of different kinds and types can be thought about”
(26) and to classify the ensembles of different purposes, interests and needs, we
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need a system of discriminations that provides “impulse to discriminate among
one object and another…impulse to speech” (Cocks, 29). As limitations are the
conditions of possibilities for liberation or “positive finitudes [that] also serve as
foundations or conditions of possibility for knowledge” (Simons, 14), women’s
liberation should not be about obliterating all limitations but defining the
limitations that seem too repressive.
According to Nietzsche, “man would sooner be void for his purpose than
be void of purpose” (299). That is, life would be “unbearably light” (Nietzsche,
299) if one is to have no purpose in life. Following Nietzsche’s assumption that
one is not born with a purpose in life and that purpose is shaped by external
limitations (Simons, 19), one therefore needs limitations to shape a purpose so
that life becomes “bearably heavy” (Nietzsche, 299). Similar to the double
nature of limitations that simultaneously can be repressive and enabling,
according to Foucault, power is also both repressive and empowering and the
three axes of subjectivities:
first, a historical ontology of ourselves in relation to truth
through which we constitute ourselves as subjects of knowledge;
second, a historical ontology of ourselves in relation to a field of
power through which we constitute ourselves as subjects acting
on others; third, a historical ontology in relation to ethics through
which we constitute ourselves as moral agents (“On the
Genealogy of Ethics”, 351).
If we agree with and recognize the needs for limitations either as what point out
liberation is not or the source of a “bearably heavy life” (Nietzsche, 299) and
that power needs not be merely repressive but also potentially constructive, the
key to liberation therefore is not about eliminating limitations but rather the
means to fashion a purpose so that our being becomes bearably light and heavy.
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I agree with Foucault’s notion of liberation that it means accepting
differences even though they may be contradictory theories or approaches.
According to Foucault, liberation is needed with the recognition and acceptance
of contradictory theories or approaches to liberation:
In order to liberate difference, we need a thought without
contradiction, without dialectic, without negation: a thought that
says yes to divergence…We must think problematically rather
than question and answer dialectically (“Theatrum
Philosophicum”, 899).
Inspired by Foucault’s understanding of liberation, I think, we have to be able to
think problematically, that is, be able to not worry about the situation of having
intervening and contradicting projects. In light of the liberation loop I have
been describing in this thesis, we must be constantly aware that we are forming
new conventions and new normality when we propose new projects or
discourses that attempt to overthrow old discourses. And in this tension and
divergence between old and new projects and discourses, we should attend to
the differences and contradictions in achieving liberation. We should foster
diversity and multiplicity lest we create the effect that there is only one ‘proper’
or ‘correct’ solution to the problem. In the case of women’s liberation, I suggest
thinking more creatively about patriarchal oppression and have argued that
recent feminist theories may have inadvertently claimed certain approaches as
‘universal’ to all women when history and the multiplicity of women’s
experiences shows that no theory can possibly be ‘universal’. Like many
feminists, I believe that there are no universals or a truth in itself, or a
transcendental value or being or institution that holds the truth of living a life or
of morality. These discourses are ways in which we constantly invent ourselves.
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A way of thinking that allows diversity allows us to be free of control from these
discourses. It would provide conditions to distance oneself from oneself and
hence opening opportunities or possibilities of how one can grow in ways she or
he wants to.
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